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Uh-Oh! 


The new “chapter” of Aviators of Tomorrow for the Boston BIG IDEA just flowed out of 
my fingers onto the computer screen. 


SECC CECE CECA 


Chapter 3 
Taking Action 


After the airliners started falling from the sky throughout Europe, Colonel Rawlings thought 
it was a good idea to make his way to headquarters as swiftly as the autogyro could carry him. 
That was the place to start, he was certain of that. 

The young Aviators of Tomorrow kept their European base of operations in a network of 
tunnels within the Rock of Gibraltar. As he sped over southern Spain, Rawlings spotted yet 
another downed Zeppelin. With a quick and practiced hand on the cockpit telegraph key, he 
inquired as to the well being of the survivors. Receiving a confirmation that they had already 
been assured of their impending rescue, the colonel continued onward. 

It wasn’t long before the monolith of the Pillars of Hercules appeared on the horizon. He 
signaled ahead and the upper tip of the rock slid soundlessly aside to reveal Rawlings’ personal 
gyropad. The rotors spun him down to a perfect landing. 

Standing close at hand was Flight Lieutenant Johnny Ames, the tow-headed Indiana farm 
boy who at the age of thirteen was the finest pilot of his age on this or any other planet! 
“Colonel Rawlings!”, he called out in greeting. Rawlings climbed out of the cockpit and shook 
Johnny’s hand warmly. “What’s going on, Sir? I heard about the falling Zeppelins, what could 
be causing it?” 

“Johnny, ’'m afraid we have a grave problem on our hands here.” Said Rawlings. 

“Graver” 

“T won’t mince words Lieutenant, it may be the greatest challenge we have ever faced!” 

Blood drained from the youngster’s face. “You mean greater than the invasion of the Lunar 
Spider People?’’: 

“Yes, I’m afraid so.” 

“Worse than the maniacal machinations of the Magnet Master?’ 

“Worse than that.” 

“More alarming than the super-storms of the Chinese Weather Wizard?”’s 


1. As told of in Aviators of Tomorrow book #1, The Adventures of the Young Aviators of Tomorrow. 
2. Who's story is related in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 12, The Aviators of Tomorrow face the Magnetic Monster. 
3. The tale of which is rousingly recounted in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 4, The Aviators of Tomorrow against the Ill Wind from the 
East. 
“Oh my, far more serious than even that!” 


“Gosh!” 

Rawlings stooped a little to bring himself eye to eye with the youthful flyer and placed a 
reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you worry, Johnny, Don’t you worry! Has there ever 
been a challenge too great for the Aviators of Tomorrow to meet and conquer?” 

The boy lifted his chin and shot the cuffs of his smart uniform. “Never!” he exclaimed. 

Rawlings nodded sagely. “That’s right, Johnny, never.” With that, the pair turned and walked 
into bowels of the labyrinthine headquarters. 

Within minutes a meeting of the entire Aviators of Tomorrow corps was underway in the 
super scientific situation room. As well as Johnny and the Colonel, in attendance were Tex, 
Motris, Smilin' Brady, Betsy, Eveready Rob, Newton and Norton the twins, Milo and, of 
coutse, Martian Bobbi. 

Colonel Rawlings removed a glass slide from his pouch and inserted it into the projector 
where it threw a map of Europe on the screen. In several places there were red marks. 
Rawlings said “Each mark represents the location of an airship that has crashed within the last 
three weeks. The heads of the pan-European Aero-Defense Command believe these not to 
be mere accidents, but the result of villainy utilizing super-science!”’ 

Almost in perfect synchronization, the young Aviators of Tomorrow 
said “Gosh!”, of course with the exception of Martian Bobbi who said 
“Bobbi!” 

The Colonel continued “There is evidence, based on the work of Professor Caldwell of Yale 
University, that these crashes are the result of applied gravity control!” 

“But that’s impossible!” Cried Betsy. “Even with super-science, no one has ever been able to 
control gravity!” 

“If only it were so, Betsy. Worse yet, Professor Caldwell has disappeared. We suspect that he 
may have been kidnapped. This leaves us without the expertise of the only person who would 
have any chance of understanding this diabolical phenomenon. This may well be the worst 
situation we have ever faced!” 

Tex stood up. “Now wait thar just a stretch, Colonel, yew mean that it’s worse than the 
Mystery Robots thet attacked Paris?’’s 

“Oh yes, Tex, far worse than that!” 

Milo spoke up. “Surely not worse than the super cannons of the Bird Soldiers?”’s 

“Tm sorry, Milo, it is.” 
“Bobbie” Inquired Martian Bobbi.o 
“That was almost as great a challenge, Martian Bobbi, but this one is greater still.” 


The Aviators were indeed stymied by the seeming magnitude of the difficulty they 
4, Which the alert reader will recall from Aviators of Tomorrow book # 16, The Aviators of Tomorrow vs. The Metal Menace. 
5. The story of which can be found in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 8, Aviators of Tomorrow- Curse of the Bird Men. 
6. Indeed, as you will recall from Aviators of Tomorrow book #5, The Young Aviators of Tomorrow Journey to Mars! 


now faced. Gravity control! Nature's most intractable force bent to the will of humanity, and 
the most callously criminal of humanity at that! The crashes had all been identical in nature as 
well as the subsequent robberies. Helm control would be lost in a luxury zeppelin that would 
then come slowly to earth in a remote area. The back of the ship would break as if under a 


great weight once it had touched down driving the crew and the passengers into the open. 
That is when the flying disc pirates would show up in their strange aeroplanes. These sky 
pirates spoke an unknown language, but there was no mistaking the coarseness of their 
character or the lewd tone of their comments. They were brutally thorough taking anything of 
value, money, jewelry, clothing as well as any stocks or bonds that the gentlemen aboard might 
have. In a matter of minutes the disabled ship was abandoned along with its occupants who 
were left only in their underclothes. In one of these incidents the chairman of one of 
America's most important textile concerns was relieved of some hundreds of thousands of 
dollars in cash. In another, the crown jewels of Belgium were stolen. Who could be behind 
these crimes? 

Rawlings decided to take Johnny and Tex with him to seek the aid of the British Intelligence 
Service. Rawlings was owed a favor by the head of the Service, Sir Geoffrey Waddington- 
Smythe.7 Sir Geoffrey had it in his power to make available all manner of exotic aircraft. The 
three got into the autogyro and instantly set off for London. Our intrepid heroes followed the 
coast until they reached the city of Lisbon and the headed northwest for the British isles and it 
was at that point in their journey that Tex cried out “Ya'll look!” The Colonel and Johnny 
both looked where Tex was pointing, exactly to their rear as it happened. They were being 
followed by one of the flying disc aeroplanes of the Sky Pirates! 

“Man the rear guns, Johnny!” said Rawlings, “Tl see if I can shake them off our tail!” 

Johnny crawled back to the gun bubble and strapped himself in. The gun was quite unusual 
and quite powerful being one of the vzbratotron weapons 
captured from Doctor Walter Crane, the notorious Earthquake Maker.s Johnny carefully set 
the complicated controls of the device to the narrowest focus possible and then pressed the 
activation key. The disc shaped craft started to vibrate but held its position. “Gosh, Colonel! 
It’s staying in one piece! What could it be made of?” 

“Try broadening the focus, Lieutenant, but be careful! Don’t let the beam fall below the 
horizon!” 

“Gosh, no!” 

The broader beam was held steady on the pursuing aeroplane and the vibration became more 
pronounced. Finally, the aircraft pulled away, apparently without damage. Johnny asked, 
“How could they survive the vibratotron? No aircraft that we have or know how to build can 
last a second in that beam!” 


7. The nature of said favor is explained in gripping detail in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 19 Aviators of Tomorrow- Desperate Days. 


8. This amazing weapon’s history is dynamically described in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 22, The Aviators of Tomorrow- The 
Man who Shook the World! 


Rawlings smiled. “At least, not without Martian Bobbi’s help.’’s 

“That’s for sure, but what are we going to do about the disc ship?” 

“There isn’t much we can do with only the gear aboard the autogyro. We'll see how Sir 
Geoffrey can help.” 


British Sky command occupied a two-mile high skyscraper in the heart of London where all 
manner of aircraft could be seen coming and going from landing strips on its high parapets. 
The autogyro scooted into an opening about three quarters up the lofty structure. 

They were met by Sir Geoffrey even before they had exited the aircraft. Sir Geoffrey 
energetically pumped Colonel Rawlings’ hand and said, “By Jove! It's good to see you old man! 
Good to see you! When I got your message I was appalled at the statistics, appalled, I tell you! 
Think of it the rich and noble being victimized by the crass and lowly! Something must be 
done at once, we'll see to that!" 

Sit Geoffrey spoke a little bit more quickly than Tex was used to. He asked, "Whut'sit he 
said?" 

Johnny said. "He's glad we're here." 

"Wail, he should've just sad thet then!" 

Sit Geoffrey led Rawlings and the two lads to his office where he saw to it that everyone was 
seated comfortably and supplied with a cup of hot tea. Johnny and the colonel sipped happily. 
Tex sniffed at his cup suspiciously and quietly put it aside. 

Rawlings wasted no time getting to the point. "Sir Geoffrey," he said, "We face a most 
daunting challenge, perhaps the greatest we have ever faced!" 

Sit Geoffrey gripped the arms of his chair and leaned forward. "Good 
Lord! I'm stunned, old man, truly stunned! Are you insisting that I believe 
that this is greater threat than that of the Cloud Army?"10 

"It barely compares, Sir Geoffrey." 

"Oh, come now, surely it cannot be greater than the Underground Empire!" 

"I'm compelled to say that it is!" 

"Crikey!" 

"Sir Geoffrey!" 

"I'm sorry, please forgive the language old scout, but this is most distressing! Do you mean to 
tell me, that this exceeds the sheer, mind crushing horror of the Polar Demons?!?"12 

"I beg that you attempt to calm down, Sir Geoffrey, but, yes, in fact it does!" 
9.ebid. 

10. How the threat of the Cloud Army was overcome is illuminated in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 13, The Aviators of Tomorrow 
and the Mystery at Fifty-Thousand Feet! 


11. The rise and fall of which is delineated in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 25, Aviators of Tomorrow against the Underworld Dictator! 
12. The story of which unfolds in Aviators of Tomorrow book # 9, Aviators of Tomorrow- Peril at the Pole! 


"Then I fear that this is beyond even the power of your brilliant young flyers! I believe that 
providence alone can aid us now!" 

"But you haven't even heard what the problem zs yet!" 

"RIGHT! Righto. Well, perhaps you had best fill me in then!" 

And Rawlings proceeded to tell Sir Geoffrey Waddington-Smythe of the sky pirates who 
seemed to control gravity and how even their most terrifying weapon failed to destroy one of 
their aircraft. 


After the recitation, Sir Geoffrey sat and stroked his neat mustache and nodded his head 
slightly. "Perhaps...just perhaps mind you, the British Aeroforces may have something to help 
you!" 

SEER EERE EEE RRA SAES KKK KKK 


This was one of my best, even if I did say so myself. I had worked myself into a position 
where I actually could call myself a professional writer. Granted, the bulk of my work was 
proofreading, catalog copy and random editorial crap for a local advertising group, but I 
did get the occasional short story published and I had a monthly spot in the BIG IDEA 
doing things like Aviators .I’m the first to admit that it’s formulaic, hacky stuff dressed up 
to look like it’s parodying formulaic, hacky stuff. It pays and I seem to have trouble 
staying employed. I have now lost a couple of jobs for reasons that couldn’t help but sound 
peculiar. The fact is that one had to do with intelligent rats and the other with invades from 
another dimension and those reasons were weird enough that the fact they were true hardly 
mattered. At the end of the day, facts merely annoy people. 

I emailed the story over to Dave Beiderman, the editor and got a reply within a half hour, 
but it wasn’t the reply I had expected. 


Jake, 

Please don’t send me any more stuff like this. It’s a little tired and you are starting to 
repeat yourself. I know you can do better. Do you have something else? If not, don’t worry, 
I can give Eddy your spot this month while you work something up. 

-Dave 


That son-of-a-bitch. Was he calling me a hack? I can call myself a hack, but I’Il be 
damned if I’ ll put up with it from some editor! I decided not to respond to the email and 
just go see him at the office. I was determined to give that smarmy fuck a piece of my 
mind. 

I just had to get outside, anyway. Sometimes I just get sick of the odd smells in my 
apartment. That’s because of Bunny, my “pet”. Bunny needs a lot of special care. He (she? 
it?) is a buju, an intelligent being from another planet. Well, not really intelligent because 
he was bred wrong to attain high intelligence and then raised on Earth which left him odd 
and stunted due to lack of all kinds of chemicals that are simply not available here and an 
atmosphere that is too low pressure and has too little oxygen and CO2 even though I took 
pains to try and supply those things when he was growing. Because of Bunny, I was able to 
give some well paid interviews about the bujus that got a lot of press, but it also kind of 
backfired because I was seen by some as cruel for having raised Bunny in this 
environment. After they are fully grown, bujus are supposed to be free living, but Bunny 
liked to return to his pot of soil at least once a day. I think there was some sort of nutrient 
he could only get from the soil or maybe he lacked some hormone that kept him from fully 


maturing, damned if I knew. Keeping him alive was costing me because I still kept the pot 
supplied with extra oxygen which isn’t cheap. 

Bunny could talk, not that he had much to say. He would just say “Breakfast, Jake” by 
which he meant any meal at any time of the day, or “I sleep now, Jake” or “Let’s play, 
Jake.” He couldn’t tell the difference between different people’s names so he called 
everyone by my name. He thought “Jake” was just some sort of generic name. Shortly after 
he uprooted himself for the first time, he methodically killed all of my houseplants for no 
apparent reason and did it again when I brought more into the house. I didn’t try a third 
time. 

Red meat and most vegetables seemed to frighten him. He would eat mushrooms and 
some fruits. He liked dry cat food, but it gave him a rash and made him smell even stranger 
than he already did. He mostly ate a mash of ground up fish, bones, scales and all, which I 
had to mix with cow manure that I got at the garden store or he wouldn’t eat it. You can 
imagine how much trial and error when into discovering that magic ingredient. I had to 
remind myself he was an alien and that somehow made it a little less gross. A little. He 
used to get crusty orange patches on his pink hide until I added extra Sulfur to his diet. 
Since no buju had ever lived on this planet, I was kind of playing it by ear. 

As I headed for the door, Bunny jumped down off of the shelf where his pot was. He 
wasn’t as big as a regular buju, only about two and a half feet tall, a dwarf. “Out, Jake?” he 
asked. 

“T can’t take you, buddy. People stare at you. Sleep in your pot, O.K.?” 

“Jake, O.K!” 

My car had finally died about two months before so I took the 86 bus into lower Allston, 
or as I called it “Darkest Allston”, where the BIG IDEA office was. 

In the 90’s, the Union Square area of Allston was where numerous cheap apartments that 
housed students and various Bohemians could be readily found, but in the twenty-first 
century things were starting to change. Harvard and Boston University were tearing down 
older buildings and setting up new blocks that they owned and administrated strictly for 
their own student populations. Before too long, there won’t be anywhere in the Boston area 
for regular impoverished weirdoes to live. Even the BIG IDEA, which used to be a trashy 
tabloid with few adds that cost a buck now had a glossy cover, was free and was mostly 
adds. To me, the magazine was a perfect metaphor for Allston itself. On the upside, now 
they paid for articles rather than depended on writers whose only goal was to see their 
words in print. 

Right where I got off of the bus was a Blanchard’s liquor store where I could score 
some smokes. They had a three packs for the price of two deal on my brand. Nice. There 
was this old guy by the door. I can’t say for sure exactly how old he was, but at least 
eighty. He smiled and waved at me and said “Hey there!” 

I said “Howdy!” back to him and moved on, but he made an impression on me. He 
looked a little odd and somehow vaguely familiar. He was completely bald but had a huge 


bushy moustache. Nothing odd about the moustache, I have a huge bushy moustache too 
but mine is brown while his was completely white. He was wearing what looked like cargo 
pants, but they were cut wide and had large polka dots making them look a little like clown 
pants. He had a blue t-shirt with a weird pointy collar and sandals that looked like they 
were made of transparent plastic. “The circus must be in town.” I thought to myself. 

As I was walking out, he was still there by the door and said “Hey there!” again to me. I 
realized what made him look familiar. He bore a rather striking resemblance to my father, 
if my father were shorter, fatter, had a moustache and took fashion tips from Bozo. 

I stopped this time. “What’s up?” I thought he might be looking for a handout. I knocked 
a smoke out of the pack and extended it his way. He waived it off. 

“No thanks! I kicked that habit long ago.” 

“So, you need some change?” 

“Nope, I need to talk to you.” 

“Do I know you?” 

“Nope, but I know who you are and I have something you need to see.” 

Now this actually happens to me fairly often. Because I have gotten a reputation for 
being involved with weird things, I attract “X-File” types who all think that I’m the one to 
publicize their particular obsession. Typically these people are artists, frauds, believe they 
are psychic or just plain nutjobs. Nonetheless, they sometimes gave me ideas for stories or 
inspired characters for stories. I had this guy sized up as some sort of crackpot and he 
didn’t disappoint. “What have you got?” 

“A time machine!” Jackpot! I figured that Dave would be in his office for at least 
another four hours and I had to see this! I asked his name and he told me to just call him 
“Jayzee.” 

I had had this one pegged for a water-into-gasoline pill, or perpetual motion machine guy. 
A time machine is way more out there. If he was one of the good ones, I was at least about 
to see a cool magic trick. Of course he started hedging almost as soon as he made the 
claim. “So this thing can really travel through time?” 

“Well, not in so many words. It can show you time from a different angle.” 

“Different angle?” 

“You’ll just have to see.” Yeah. If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. 

He took me to an old brick and wood garage just outside of Union Square. It looked like 
it hadn’t been used for at least ten years. Inside it seemed bigger than it looked from the 
outside. There was something that looked like an amusement park ride, a huge jointed 
robot arm with a clear plexiglass capsule on the end with a seat-belted chair and some 
controls inside. Otherwise, the big room only contained some desks and a few computers. 
The computers were not anything that was familiar to me and I’m pretty wired. I didn’t 
recognize much on their desktops. 

The old guy smiled. “Ain’t she something?” 

“What is it?” 


“That is how we can look at time from the outside! Time is not the fourth dimension or 
even the fifth or sixth. Time is not space, but it has some space-like qualities the most 
important of which is that it looks different when viewed from different directions. We see 
it the same way all the time and as a result barely realize that we see it at all. We are 
imbedded in it!” 

“You’re pulling my leg. Time doesn’t have different directions.” 

“Tt’s got angles buddy! Believe me, I’ve seen ‘em!” The old man leaned forward and 
waggled his bushy white eyebrows in a Grouchoesque fashion. “Wanna see?” he asked. 

“Yeah, sure.” I assumed that he was going to show me something on the computer screen. 
Instead he pointed at the capsule on the end of the arm and said “Get in.” 

“Get in?!? What’s that thing going to do?” 

“It’s so simple you won’t believe it. The arm is equipped with gravimetric oscillators. It 
will simply move a payload a few degrees into one of the higher dimensions. It was 
originally built it to test some of the predictions of string theory.” 

“T don’t know.....” 

“Oh ferchristssake, just get in. It’s like a ride at Disneyland.” 

“But...” 

“You wanna see time from the side, right?” 

“T’m afraid I’ll blow chunks if I get in that thing.” 

“To be honest, you probably would if you had a few drinks, the sensation is pretty 
disorienting, but you ought to be o.k.” 

I got into the little capsule. It was open on both sides with no doors and there was a chair 
with a seat belt that resembled a bucket seat from an old car. There was a laptop computer 
bolted to a little platform in front of the seat with some obscure software running on it. 
There were also stereo speakers in the capsule and a control panel with two joysticks. 

“This looks complicated.” I said. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll be operating it from my desk. You don’t have to touch the controls at 
all. Just belt in, sit back and relax. I can hear you from the mike on the computer and you’ |l 
be able to hear me through the speakers.” 

“Can’t you just talk to me normally?” 

“Sound doesn’t propagate well in that dimension.” 

“That dimension?” 

“O.k. Brace yourself.” 

“How do I .....ocooo000g....”” Something just wrong happened to my stomach and I 
closed my eyes and did my best to hold down my breakfast even though the direction of 
down now seemed far less definite. I opened my eyes and things looked strange. The room 
looked like a bubble clinging to the arm that held the little pod that held me. About four 
feet behind the pod the arm entered the bubble that appeared to be around the size of a 
large beachball. 

The voice of the old man came out of the speakers. “Are you alright?” 


“IT guess. What happened?” 

“You have been rotated in a higher dimension so that you can see time as a quality of 
space.” 

“You never really did make that clear. Is time a kind of space or not?” 

“Ts light a particle or a wave?” 

“T don’t need riddles right now. I still think I might puke.” 

“Tf you haven’t yet, you’re not going to.” 

The little pod suddenly jerked a little and the bubble on the end of the arm shrunk to the 
size of a bowling ball. My stomach was telling me something different from what this old 
fart was handing out. The rest of what surrounded me became a bit more clear as my brain 
got used to it. Everything was kind of bendy. I noticed that when I stretched out my arms, 
my hands seemed very far away. I saw that the bubble that was the room from which the 
mechanical arm extended was embedded in some sort of static morass of light and dark 
that looked like what I imagine water frozen suddenly while flowing might look. No, that’s 
not it, more like frozen flames or perhaps a combination of the two. It stretched away into 
infinity like a three dimensional river. “What is that stuff the bubble is in>?” 

“That’s the time stream.” 

“Holy shit.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“How long is how much time?” 

“Again, although it has space-like qualities, it is not space. I have taken glimpses into it 
with a microscope and have gotten the impression that a few inches might be millions of 
years.” 

Most of us have a hard time defining the exact moment when things went wrong. Not me. 
It was when I grabbed the controls in the pod to see if I could get it closer to the time 
stream for a better look. 

The old guy’s voice came over the speakers. “What the hell are you doing? You 
shouldn’t mess with those!” 

There was a loud clanging, pinging, crunching noise and suddenly the time stream was 
rushing at me. “Uh-oh!” I gulped. I squeezed my eyes shut. I thumped, I threw up, I passed 
out. 

It was afternoon when I awoke. It was also elsewhere. I was on a mossy riverbank having 
been tossed out of the pod. The pod itself was partway sunk in about two feet of water. The 
arm attached to it stuck out behind it and then seemed to twist into nonexistence. It gave 
me a headache to look at it. 

“A frantic voice was issuing from the speakers. “Jake! For God’s sake, Jake can you hear 
me?” 

I got up and looked around. There were no buildings to be seen anywhere and the land 
looked untouched by the hand of man. There was no obvious human refuse around. Off in 
the distance was a thin plume of smoke that might have been from a fire. I waded into the 


river and stuck my head into the pod. “I’m here, man. I must have been out for a long time. 
The shadows are long.” 

“You were out for about thirty seconds, if that. “The shadows are long because that’s 
where you reentered the time stream.” 

“You mean I’ve traveled in time?” 

“Time travel is impossible. You didn’t travel through time. You stepped outside of the 
time stream and reentered at a different point and breaking the equipment in the process, I 
might add.” He sounded pissed. 

“But I am somewhere else in time? Where?” 

“The computer is looking at images from your onboard camera and making a guess. I 
think you must be a few million years in the future.” Millions of years! I bent in the 
middle and threw up again. 

“What happened?” I asked. 

“When you decided to screw around with the controls you made the arm move quickly in 
a direction in which it was unable to take much stress. It is a three dimensional object 
extended into a higher dimension. It broke in half and now only loose cables connect us. I 
can’t bring you back until it’s repaired.” 

“You could have told me about that beforehand.” 

“Yeah, I suppose. I didn’t really consider that.” 

Didn’t consider? This guy didn’t impress me as much of a scientist. “Can’t I just climb 
back along the cables?” 

“They won’t bear your weight. You’ll just tear them loose and then we won’t even be in 
communication and you’ ll be stuck there forever.” 

“So how are you going to repair it?” 

“T have some nanites that are designed to build high strength carbon tubes that can fix it 
enough that I can drag you back. It will take some time though.” 

“Nanites.” 

“Yeah, they’re microbe sized machines that can assemble molecular structures like...” 

I cut him off. “I know what nanites are. I write science fiction, I just didn’t know there 
were any that advanced yet. How much time are we talking about?” 

“About two weeks.” 

“Two weeks!?! I have to be at work on Monday! I’Il lose my job.” 

“You can’t blame me for this, Jake. You broke it!” 

“Listen, old man, this place is a wilderness. I don’t have so much as a pocket knife! I 
have my Gajit, but that is not going to be of much use in getting food and shelter.” When I 
sold the buju story, I treated myself to the most up-to-the-minute cell phone in the world, 
the Nakamura GAJIT. Besides a phone, it was a full Windows computer with a 500 gig 
hard drive, a high quality video camera, mp3 player and sound recorder all in a package 
slightly smaller than a pack of cigarettes. It had cost me about two-thousand bucks. I would 
have traded it in a second for a Swiss army knife at this particular moment. 


“The pod will give you some shelter from rain.” 

“Really. Is it safe to move it? It’s halfway sunk in a stream.” 

“Oh. I guess you’d better not, you might pull out a cable.” 

“Dandy. Look, you have to make a few calls for me. I’ll give you the numbers of my boss 
and my friend, Jerry.” 

“Jake...I don’t think that would be a good idea. This research has yet to be published, 
....1 just can’t afford to....” 

“HOLY SHIT! Are you kidding me? You are seriously proposing to just leave me here 
out of touch with the entire human race?” I had to catch my breath. “Are you planning on 
cutting those cables yourself?” 

“Jake, what do you think I am?” 

“Irresponsible, for one thing and potentially homicidal.” 

“No, no, no. I will get you home, I have to, but I just can’t have any publicity. 

I threw up my hands and just stepped out of the pod and waded ashore. I couldn’t listen to 
him anymore. “Jake!...Jake!” The old guy called from the speakers. 

“T gotta figure out where I’m gonna sleep. I’ II talk to you later.” I shouted back. There 
wasn’t that much around. I didn’t feel like eating and that was a good thing because I had 
no idea which plants were safe to eat and I had no way to hunt animals, not that I had seen 
any. I hadn’t made any progress by the time the sun started going down so I returned to 
the pod and strapped myself in putting my feet up against the wall so they wouldn’t be in 
the water. I discovered a solitaire game on the laptop computer and played at that until I 
dozed off. 

I woke with a start at sunrise having heard a loud, low honking noise. A few feet away 
there were some creatures on the riverbank. Large and heavy, they were birds, some 
relative of ducks or geese, but these were the size of buffalo and apparently flightless. I 
called out to see if the old guy was around, but no response came back through the speaker. 
The birds were covered in shaggy looking brown feathers and had short bills. Their legs 
were thick and scaly with the toes joined into a broad flat foot with a single heavy claw on 
the end. They were scraping moss from the rocks with their bills. They would stop 
occasionally to honk at one another or to nudge each other or clatter their bills together in 
some sort of symbolic fighting. Or was it courting? How the hell would I know? I 
wondered how hard it would be to kill one, but looking at the toe claw made me think I 
didn’t want to try. I pulled out my Gajit and took a few pictures of them and decided to 
wait until they moved along to get out of the pod. 

I walked out to a mass of shrubbery that was about two hundred yards away and 
discovered that they were blueberry bushes. They were neither large nor all ripe, but I was 
hungry and didn’t care. When I turned around I saw a group of people. While astonished, I 
was also horrified. They were heading toward the pod! 

I ran back to the bank of the river as fast as I could and awaited their approach. They 
didn’t appear to be in any hurry just sort of ambling in my general direction. As they came 


closer, I realized that they were not quite human. The proportions of their faces and bodies 
were peculiar. Their faces were flatter than regular humans but their noses were large and 
almost blade like. The eyes were large with an owlish appearance and they had very bushy 
eyebrows. Some of the men had facial hair in the form of two patches on their lower jaws I 
couldn’t immediately tell if they shaved it in that shape or it just grew that way. The hair 
on their heads was identical in all of them being a kinky mop that grew close to the skull. 
Their skin was a deep chestnut brown. All had distinctly full lips. They were clothed in 
tunic-like garments that were made of woven something. I later learned that it was made 
from the down of the giant goose critters. They were all shod with leather sandals of an 
odd design. That made sense because their feet were also of an odd design having only 
three toes with the largest one in the center. Humanity had made some changes! I hoped 
they wouldn’t think I was a monster. 

They finally got to where I was and I tried to control the butterflies in my stomach. A 
woman in front looked at me and said...Well, I can’t even make the sounds she made. Like 
a rattling sound mixed with a few sort of musical syllables. I shrugged my shoulders, 
extended my hand and said “Hello!” 

She looked at me more closely and the pupils of her enormous eyes dilated wide. I would 
never call this woman “pretty”, but there was so much personality in her features and 
expression that I couldn’t help but feel admiration. “Hello!” she said in a perfect imitation 
of me. There was even my slight trace of a New York accent, like she was from the old 
neighborhood. She likewise extended her hand and I clasped it in mine. She was a head 
taller than me and her hand was as large as mine, finely formed with long tapered fingers. 
The hand shake was a promising start. The others in their party, there were six in all, 
gathered around to examine me. They were all around the same height, which was six foot 
five or so. It was like being mobbed by a basketball squad. As I got a chance to see them 
all close up I saw that their clothing was embroidered in wonderful patterns and they were 
armed with knives made of stone or ceramic. I pointed at one and the fellow simply handed 
it to me to examine. It had been carved from some very hard stone, possibly jade, with 
incredible workmanship. It was finely balanced and I was pretty sure that it could be 
thrown with deadly accuracy. When I handed it back to him he pointed at the bulge in my 
vest so I handed him my Gajit. The phone and internet wouldn’t be of any use, but I 
showed him how the digital camera function worked snapping his picture and then 
showing it to him on the palmtop. He seemed to clearly understand the function. I played 
an mp3 file, but that just made them all look a little uncomfortable. It probably didn’t 
sound like music to them. The man handed back the Gajit. I put my hand on my chest and 
said “Jake Zimmer.” 

He pronounced back my name perfectly and seemed to understand that it was my name. 
He then touched his own chest and said “Longdorn Snikang” Except that there was a sound 
like sticks whacking together in the first word and a sound like church bells in a beehive in 
the second. I simply didn’t have the vocal apparatus to pronounce it correctly. I said 


“Longdorn Snikang” and he looked at me as if I had said a dirty word. I pointed at my 
throat and made a few vowel sounds and shrugged my shoulders. 

The group exchanged a few swift words between themselves and then turned their 
attention back to me. The woman who had first spoken to me touched her chest and said 
“Klutig Alshoin” but, of course, there were a few sounds thrown in there that can’t be 
expressed in the Latin alphabet or by the human tongue. I pronounced it back as the closest 
approximation I could manage and she nodded and then pronounced it again as I had. They 
were going to try to work with me. They all started pointing at objects. They didn’t even 
bother to say their words for them as they were confident that I could not pronounce them. 
One would point and I would say “rock” or “sky” or “river”. Then for a while, they seemed 
to have quite a bit of fun miming verbs for me to name like “run”, “jump”, “sit” or 
“throw”. None of them ever made a mistake nor did any of them ever have to be told more 
than once. I had an idea for something I wanted to try. I pulled out the Gajit that had a 
virtual Rubik’s cube game on it and showed Klutig what the idea was for solving it and 
how to use the stylus on the Gajit. I wasn’t all that surprised when she solved it in a little 
under a minute and a half. This species of human was far more intelligent than homo 
sapiens. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all to discover that the average person of their 
species was considerably smarter than the very brightest of my own kind. No wonder they 
found learning my simple language the easiest solution for communicating with me. They 
were treating me as I might a three year old with a speech impediment! To them, I was an 
idiot. 

While we were going through all of this, old man’s voice suddenly squawked forth from 
the speakers. I dashed into the water. “Jake! Jake! Are you there?” 

“Yes, I’m here. Have you made any progress?” 

“T set the nano-machines to work, they ought to make the arm rigid enough to move ina 
while.” 

“How long a while?” 

“At least a week. It’s the best I can do. How did you get through the night? Did you find 
food?” 

“T found some fruit. Is the laptop still networked to your system?” 

mee? 

“I’m putting some files from my Gajit on it.” I matched up the IR ports of the Gajit with 
the laptop and copied over my pictures. 

“Man, those are some ugly ducks!” There was a lengthy pause. “Those are people....sort 
of. Are you in trouble?” 

“T don’t think so, but I’m trying to make friends so they might give me food and 
shelter.” 

“Be careful. Look, if you can, if it’s clear enough, take a picture of the sky at night and 
upload it. I’1l be able to figure out your position in time from it at least a little better than I 
have now.” 


I heard splashing behind me and turned to see that my companions had waded into the 
water to get a look at the pod and the arm that twisted away into nowhere. I held up my 
hands. “Please. Do not touch this thing! My life depends on it!” They still didn’t 
understand all of my words, but my urgency was clear enough. They backed off without an 
argument. 

The one called Longdom Snikang asked, “What is it?” 

“Tt is what I need to get back to my home.” He accepted the answer giving a nod. I think 
he got the gesture from me. I had noticed that their mannerisms seemed more normal as I 
spent more time with them. I think they might have been making an effort to make their 
new pet comfortable. 

I walked out of the water and they followed. 

I assumed that the woman called Klutig was their leader or at least had some sort of 
higher status, so I went to her and pointed at my stomach and said “Food?” 

She said the word back with the same interrogative inflection. Then she said “Food? 
Yes!” and pulled from a pouch a strip of dried meat. It looked like a bit of jerky. I guess I 
had expected something a bit different advanced humans of the future. I took a bite. It had 
been flavored with herbs. 

I found it edible, even quite tasty. Klutig said. “Come to our shelter place.” 
She mimed with her arms a roof over her head. 

“House.” I said, and mimed likewise. I pointed at the pod, which was the most house like 
thing in sight. 

She looked thoughtful and then repeated the shelter gesture three times in raped 
succession. 

“Houses.” I said “Village!” 

She pondered that but said only, “Come with us.” I must remind you that this command 
of English came to them after only a couple of hours acquaintance. In this same time I had 
learned almost nothing of their language. They led me off in the direction they had been 
heading when they first saw me. It was the same direction in which I had seen a plume of 
smoke the previous day. 

As we walked, one of the party began to speak, or that is what I thought at first but his 
syllables were sustained and oddly rhythmic. When a second member of the party joined 
in, I realized that it was singing, but of a type I had never heard. These people had much 
more clever voices than any of my age. As the whole group joined, the effect was that of 
an orchestra although the type of music was completely foreign. I tried nodding my head to 
the rhythm, but the timing was too tricky. I recorded it with my Gajit to send to the old 
guy. 

Just around the time I was starting to get a little tired we reached our destination. I guess 
it was about three quarters of a mile from the pod along the river. There was a small group 
of neatly constructed round huts that seemed to have been made from wood and reeds. I 
saw nothing that resembled a vehicle or a metal tool or even a domestic animal. Looking 


around, I saw several similar groupings of huts joined by dirt paths. “Village.” I said to 
Klutig. 

“Village.” She replied. 

I looked around for any sign of technology, but there was almost nothing. All the tools 
were wood or stone and they had some beautifully made clay pots, but no metal and no 
domesticated animals. I said, “You guys are cave men, aren’t you?” 

I don’t know what I expected them to say. Klutig said, “I don’t know.” It was clear 
enough. I was among primitives. Brilliant primitives, but primitives nonetheless. I didn’t 
understand how people this far in the future could have fallen into this state particularly 
when they had evolved so much. 

I was shown around and got to increase their vocabulary with words like “fire”, and 
“ceramic” and “cook”. Others from the village came to meet me. They all wanted to see 
my Gajit and my digital watch and were absolutely mind-blown by the idea that the 
symbols on its face were numbers. These people were pre-literate and pre-numerate. They 
had no system for writing or tallying. I showed a few of them numbers 1 through 10 
scratched in the dirt and then the teens and twenties. One of them quickly extrapolated the 
numbers up to 99 and after I wrote the figure for 100 they had the whole game. I showed 
addition and subtraction and one of them “invented” multiplication! I started to think that I 
had better be careful what I showed them because they were so quick on the uptake. Before 
too long, the entire village was playing with numbers in the dirt. 

Shortly after we arrived, the party who brought me led me to the river bank and they 
peeled off their clothing and started bathing. They urged me to do likewise unsubtly 
holding their noses and pointing at me. As I splashed myself I looked at them. They had 
little body hair just a slight downy coating on the calves and forearms of the men and no 
pubic or axilary hair on any of them. They did not have pigmented areolae. Klutig had a 
marvelous grace to her movements and splendid lines to her body. She was definitely 
beautiful but she was not sexually attractive to me. It was more like the beauty of a fine 
racehorse. None of the women had particularly large breasts. Perhaps they didn’t figure 
highly in sexual display in this species. I noticed that the men had larger earlobes than the 
women. Like females of my own species, the women had a curve softening layer of 
subcutaneous fat. The men and women seemed to be about the same size and weight with 
the women averaging only slightly smaller and their muscular development seemed about 
equal as well. Perhaps the division of labor would not be as distinct as in my species. 

They also had an interest in my body. My feet drew a lot of attention with my extra (to 
their mind) toes. I had to keep slapping hands away from my privates that seemed to be 
fascinating because I was circumcised. My coating of body hair impressed them as well. I 
wondered if any of our ape relatives survived into this era. I guessed not given the fact that 
they were all pretty rare in my time. They wouldn’t even have the concept of “hairy as an 
ape”. Actually, I had seen no other mammals at all save for a bat that had flown over the 
previous evening. They might be uncommon now. These people had no dogs. Among my 


own kind even the most primitive peoples kept dogs, but apparently man’s best friend must 
have had a falling out with his partner somewhere along the line. 

I noticed something interesting. At first I had thought that these folk seemed to be 
curiously lacking in emotion, but as time went on they seemed more animated and natural. 
I realized that they used different facial expressions for emotions than I did. That actually 
isn’t that odd. In my time our closest relatives, the chimpanzees had slightly different 
expressions from us. The thing is, these people adopted mine as part of my language. They 
just figured out what I was indicating by moving certain muscles in my face and made 
those same motions where appropriate. 

The village was a busy place with work and play. There were a number of people 
preparing a meal of roasted birds. I examined one of the birds which was about the size of 
a turkey covered with stubby quills. The wings were short, naked and muscular with heavy 
claws and the beak was short and blunt. The eyes were small. Everything about it pointed 
to a burrowing way of life. I had no way of telling what it had descended from. Several of 
the birds were being set up on wood spits, which were arranged on a frame and joined with 
a braided rope so that if one was turned, all would turn with it. In this way a single person 
could see to the roasting of a dozen of these birds. 

I was offered what seemed to be some kind of fermented beverage. If you were very 
forgiving, you could call it wine. It had a complex flavor, but it didn’t have great appeal for 
me. I noticed that it was consumed freely by all including children but there was no sign of 
drunkenness as a result. I wondered if alcohol didn’t have an intoxicating effect on these 
people. If that was the case, it could be used for its preservative qualities, but not dull the 
senses. 

I ate with them and listened to them chatter and sing in their impenetrable language. 
When night fell, I took some pictures of the starry sky for the old man. There was a half 
moon and I looked as closely as I could to see if any features had changed. There was a 
new rayed crater to the north of Copernicus in the Ocean of Storms. It wasn’t as large as its 
neighbor, but very bright. Using the zoom on the Gajit camera, I saw that there was a 
network of very fine lines drawn through the lowlands. I couldn’t tell what they were, but 
there was no doubt that they were artificial. One of them was broken by the new crater. 
Whatever they were, they were ancient, the work of my people, not these new men. 

I slept in a hut with Klutig and her husband, a man whose name I pronounced as 
“Davring”, but included a sound like a distant train whistle. 

I discovered that these people were in the habit of going nude when they were at home, and 
later I also discovered that they were not shy about having sex while I was in the room. 
They had put me on a mat woven of some resilient grass. It was as comfortable as a futon 
and smelled wonderful. If I wrapped some of it around my head it muffled the sound of 
their energetic love making. In the morning, I was given some more of the roasted bird as 
well as some apples. That morning, I saw one of their neighbors nursing an infant. She was 
a baby girl and she would occasionally pause from nursing to converse with her mother 


even though she had the appearance of an only a three or four month old. I asker her 
mother how old the child was. “24 phases of the moon.” She said. I could see that the baby 
was still far from being able to walk. 

“When shall she walk?” 

“60 phases of the moon.” I supplied her with the word “month”. Their children don’t 
walk until their fifth year. That’s a long time to be a babe in arms. It made me wonder. 

“How long is your life?” 

“1800 months.” One hundred and fifty years! These people had not even a concept of 
medicine yet! The babe turned her head to me and spoke a few words in her language. 

“What did she say?” 

“She asked if you were the...”, She was struggling with her limited English vocabulary, 
“.,.surprising mystery little mind.” 

I couldn’t help but smile. “‘Wonderful idiot’ are the words you are looking for.” I stroked 
the child’s head and said, “Yes, I am the wonderful idiot.” 

“Wonderful idiot!” She pronounced perfectly as she smiled angelically. 

This situation was hard on my ego. When a civilized man comes among primitives, 
maybe he thinks he will be treated with awe, perhaps even mistaken for a god. Not this 
man, not these primitives. 

I told Klutig that I had to return to the pod to make sure it was all right. She walked down 
along the river with me. As we walked, we talked. She remembered every English word 
she had heard and understood the meaning of, but we had only known one another for a 
day. I asked her, “How did the world begin?” hoping to learn something of their religion. 

She said, “It is not known.” I was shocked. My species has always filled in the blanks in 
their knowledge of the world with some sort of myth or speculation.. 

“Do you think it might be the work of gods?” She didn’t know the word. “All powerful 
invisible beings that made the universe.” 

She looked at me with an expression that I was completely unable to read. “What would 
have made these beings?” 

“Perhaps they have been there always.” 
“Tf they have been there always, one could simply say that the world has been here always 
and need no invisible beings to account for it.” 

“T suppose that you could but what if you knew that the universe had not been here 
always?” 

“T think that I do know it has not always been here. The hills and mountains get worn 
down by wind and water. If the world had been here forever, it should be flat everywhere.” 
The argument didn’t show any knowledge of geology, but it did reflect the attitude that 
knowledge of the world was gained by observation. 

“So you have no gods and yet you do not know how the world came to be.” 


“T think we can learn how it happened, but we do not presently know.” The principal that 
the universe is knowable, not forever a mystery reserved to gods! These people were not 
like my species psychologically at all. They had a complete absence of superstition. 

We arrived at the pod. Emerging from the twisted bit of space where the arm terminated 
was a great black hairy tangle. The carbon nanotubes were starting to make their 
appearance. I called out to the old man and told him I was alright and uploaded my photos. 
He told me to wait a minute while he compared my pictures of the night sky with a star 
chart. “You are somewhat more than five million years in the future from the twenty-first 
century.” 

Mind boggling. I told him about the people I had met. Why were they savages and not 
living in some super scientific utopia? 

“Tt looks like our people must have carried on for a good while. Those lines on the Moon 
look like some sort of transport system, maybe for an automated mining operation or 
perhaps even people were living there. It doesn’t look like it had been terraformed. That 
would have taken hundreds of years to do and required an economy of huge and enduring 
power. That must never have happened. I doubt that homo sapiens lasted more than a 
couple of thousand years beyond our century. I think some sort of global change happened, 
maybe a really big ice age or perhaps an asteroid impact. You haven’t seen many mammals 
so there might have been a mass extinction. Humans must have been almost obliterated and 
those that remained were forced to give up every vestige of civilized life.” 

“So then why are these people here?” 

“Tn a civilization, evolution by natural selection can’t take place. Survival of the fittest 
simply isn’t the rule. We strive to accommodate the physically less fit and the mentally less 
sharp so they have as much a shot at breeding as anyone else. Wild nature is less forgiving. 
With humanity forced into the wild, evolution took place, humans changed. There might 
even be other types around. I think you are meeting these people just as they are beginning 
to discover culture. It will probably take far less time for them than it did for us to build a 
global civilization judging from how quickly they understood the concept of our 
numbering system and our language. Pretty much anything that you show them, they will 
pick up on if they have a chance of comprehending it. I find it fascinating that they seem to 
understand that your Gajit is beyond them. A primitive tribe of homo sapiens would have 
assumed that it was some sort of magic that they could reproduce if they knew the correct 
incantation or sacrifice.” 

Klutig’s voice came from behind me. “What is homo sapiens?” 

“Tt’s what my kind calls itself. It means ‘wise man’.” 

Klutig laughed and I didn’t blame her. “Who is that you are speaking with?” 
“Tt is Jayzee, the man who will bring me home. He is repairing my device.” 
“My device.” Came old guy’s voice over the speaker. 

“Will you allow me to talk to him?” 


Klutig pulled up her tunic so it was shorter and re belted it, then waded out and put her 
head into the pod. “Are you the one who makes hair grow from a twist in the air?” 

There was silence from the old man and then “Who am I speaking to?” 

“Tam Klutig Alshoin.” She sad the name without the supplemental sounds 
unpronounceable by h. saps. “Do you make the hair grow?” 

“Um, yes, but it’s not hair, they are single, very rigid molecules of carbon.” 

Klutig said the word ‘molecules’ and looked at me. “Very small bits of stuff. 
Everything is made of them and every kind of stuff is made of a different kind of 
molecule.” 

She appeared to digest that information, but made no comment on it. “What is 
‘carbon’?” 

“Tt is one of the simplest kinds of stuff. The soot from a fire is carbon and so is most of 
the ash left over after something is burned.” 

She said back to the speaker “Soot and ash are not rigid.” 

Jayzee said “They can be made to be if you have the tools to stack up their atoms in the 
right way.” 

Klutig said the word ‘atoms’ and looked at me. 

“The very smallest bits of stuff. They’re so very small that they can never be seen by the 
human eye. Most often they combine together to make other things and hide their nature in 
the combination.” 

The old guy added, “Atoms are the smallest bits of stuff that have identity. If you break 
a piece off of an atom of carbon, it is no longer carbon.” 

Klutig was silent. I thought that the answers to her questions were so far beyond her 
experience coupled with the fact that she was hearing them in a new language that it would 
be meaningless to her. She surprised me. “Fire must be like very many very small hammers 
that break...” she hesitated for just a beat “molecules into atoms!” 

Oh my God! I wonder what that degree of insight must feel like. She could probably be 
taught college level chemistry in a week and she was just a savage! When her people start 
to produce great scientists, what will they be like? “Yes, it is very much like that.” 

The old man said, “Amazing.” 

Klutig said, “This explains many of the things some of my people have wondered about. 
We knew that when something burned, some of it became like the air....” 

“A gas.” 

“_.a ‘gas’, and some of it became like the Earth, but none of it was like the wood. The 
wood must be made of gases and earths.” 

“<Solids’, not ‘earths’. We call them ‘elements’.” 

“Elements...such an important thing to understand. How long did it take your people to 
discover it?” 


“A man named Democritus understood it over twenty centuries ago, but no one really 
started to sort it out so everyone could understand until about one hundred and fifty years 
ago.” 

“Why?” 

“Because we are not as bright as you and we do not naturally say ‘I don’t know’ about 
things in nature the way you do. When we don’t know something, our first conclusion is 
usually the work of a god.” 

She looked deep into my eyes, perhaps for a hint that I might be joking. Finding none, she 
said, “You are all the most wonderful idiots. You have lived your brief lives over many 
centuries and untied the knots of the world’s secrets without even knowing how to really 
think! Tell me, have you fought over your ideas about the world?” 

“Frequently, bitterly, violently, horribly.” 

“T suppose that which in particular of the invisible beings are responsible for what has 
also caused conflict, perhaps differences in how those beings are honored?” 

“That has caused the worst conflicts of all.” 

An expression of bottomless sadness washed briefly over Klutig’s features and quickly 
disappeared. She was too excited by what she was learning to dwell on the pathos of my 
race. “Where do your people live?” 

“Jake!” came the old guy’s voice over the speaker. “I need to talk to you alone.” 

I asked Klutig to allow me some privacy. “They aren’t telepathic or anything, are they?” 

“T haven’t seen any evidence of that. Their spoken language is apparently very subtle and 
complex. If they could read each other’s minds, I would expect it to be very simple or even 
nonexistent.” 

He sighed in relief. “Good. Don’t tell her or any of them that it is possible to cross time. 
If they know it can be done, they will do it. Who knows what sort of ideas they might 
have? What if they take it into their heads to ‘help’ us?” 

“Time travel is impossible.” I mocked. “I’ve already introduced them to our system of 
numeration. The whole lot of them were doing math within a few minutes. After that, I 
decided to think hard about what I tell them. You saw how quickly Klutig picked up the 
basics of chemistry. Remember that these are basically cave men here. They make only the 
most basic pottery, they practice no agriculture that I can see and they use no metals. They 
have seen metal on me, but they haven’t asked about it yet. They will and I think almost 
anything I say about it will let them know that it is hiding in the rocks around them thanks 
to our little chemistry lecture.” 

“Their bronze age will probably start in only a couple of generations anyway if they hear 
about metals from you or not. The main thing is to make sure that they think you are just 
from the tribe over the hill and not from millions of years in the past. As far as they are 
concerned, the pod is some sort of magic chariot.” 


“They don’t have superstition or magical thinking of any kind that I have seen. They 
don’t have science either. Yet. They haven’t asked too much about the pod save for the 
‘hair’ thing. I guess I’m better off if I can just keep mum about the whole thing.” 

“That won’t be good for too much longer. Klutig Alshoin knows that my voice comes 
from somewhere and she isn’t going to be put off by any stuff about magic and gods. I 
know you were hungry, but you really shouldn’t have taken up with these people.” 

“T don’t see as I had much choice. I consider myself lucky that they don’t think of me as 
property.” 

“Well, there you have it. I’m afraid that they may come and ‘correct’ the past and you are 
afraid that you may corrupt the future.” 

“T just don’t belong here. Every part of me just doesn’t feel right. I’m this irritant foreign 
body in their pre-history.” 

Klutig called to me. “Jake, I am needed at the village.” Of course she was. I shouldn’t 
have assumed that she had nothing better to do than act as my baby sitter. 

I said back to her. “Go ahead without me.” 

“Shall you come back to the village?” 

“Eventually.” She looked at me blankly. “In time.” 

“Eventually.” She said. She smiled warmly at me, turned and walked off. 

I sat in the pod for hours talking with the old guy. He was less worried than I was. “It’s 
not like you are in the past and your actions will alter our world. You’re in the distant 
future and you effect only the future, same as if you were back here.” 

“These aren’t savages of our own kind who live in our world. They are starting out fresh 
without our preconceptions and prejudices and innocent of superstition. I just feel like the 
most innocuous thing I say to them will really fuck things up.” 

“Tf they are really all that smart, they will be able to discriminate the good things from 
the bad.” 

“Yeah. They’re smart. We’re stupid.” 

“Exactly.” 

I returned to the village in the dark using the screen of the Gajit as a flashlight, about the 
only service it was able to provide as a survival tool. 

I spent a couple more days with the primitives. Their children found me quite 
entertaining. I taught them Soccer which seemed innocent enough. We made the ball from 
woven reeds. They loved it and played constantly and kept modifying the game until it was 
unrecognizable. I was unable to keep up with the constant rule changes. 

I went with some of them on a hunt for the burrowing birds. They lived in underground 
colonies that had many entrances. The hunters would block all but one with large flat rocks 
and then beat the earth with heavy sticks. One by one, the birds would stick their head out 
of the single open hole only to have them bashed in by a hunter and pulled out. In a short 
time, another would appear and the braining would be repeated. This continued until they 
had about a dozen birds. 


I had assumed that the woman Klutig Alshoin was some sort of leader and she was, but 
she was one among several. There wasn’t a very distinct division of labor and everyone did 
pretty much all jobs as they came up including decision making so the group had no single 
chief any more than it had a single hunter or single tool maker. These people had a natural 
knack for arriving at a consensus. I doubted that their future would ever have monarchies 
or even democracies where a majority could impose its will on the minority. They would 
more likely tend toward collectivist, but not necessarily socialist or communist type 
systems. They might even be able to make anarchy viable in a large society. Of course I 
was only speculating. There were only about thirty people in this village, who knows if 
they could even get along in larger groups. Even so, Klutig was very adept at management 
and always seemed to know where every one in the village was and what they were doing 
so she was often in charge of planning and execution of anything that involved the whole 
village like big hunts, seasonal moves or defense. 

Defense. There were carnivorous creatures that would occasionally take it into their 
minds to treat the village as a source of meat, flocks of large flightless raptors which 
seemed to occupy the top of the food chain. I only got a fleeting look at one, but I think 
that they were probably evolved from owls. They had huge eyes with good binocular 
vision and even bigger hooked beaks. They were rather like the great “terror birds” that 
had lived at various times in the past. It was a shape and lifestyle that closely resembled 
that of their predatory dinosaur cousins. It required a high level of organization to drive 
them off without large numbers of casualties, particularly when they came at night. As a 
young girl, Klutig had invented a way to corral the birds with fire and then bring them 
down with spears and rocks from a safe distance. I never got a chance to see this particular 
operation which must be a dicey proposition at best. Klutig had lost her first husband to 
one of these creatures. Davring, her current husband had been his brother. 

I returned to the pod daily to check the progress of the nanites. After a couple of days 
they had created a basket-work of narrow shafts all around the broken beam and were 
slowly drawing the broken pieces together. I knew damned well that the technology to do 
stuff like this didn’t exist yet. I got into the pod and called the old man’s name. “How are 
you doing?” 

“Just fine. I see that there has been a lot of progress.” 
“You bet! I ought to be able to retrieve you in about eight hours.” 
“That’s a lot less time than a week. How come you didn’t know how fast the nanites 
would work?” 
There was a pause. “It varies from case to case.” 
“T think it’s time for you to be straight with me. You don’t seem to know a whole lot 
about this technology. You didn’t invent this stuff, where did it come from?” 
There was an even longer pause. “I borrowed it.” 
“You stole it?” 
“T’m not going to keep it.” 


“Oh God. You stole a time machine! Who made it, someone over at MIT?” 

“No. The Lutex corporation.” 

“Never heard of ‘em.” 

“I’m not surprised.” 

I breathed a deep sigh. “As soon as you get me back, I don’t ever want to see you 
again. You almost got me killed!” I jumped out of the pod and stalked back to the village 
to make my good-byes. 

They actually were sad to see me go even though I was basically useless. I suppose I 
provided them with some diversions while I was there...and taught them about math and 
chemistry. I didn’t know if I would ever get over the guilt over having meddled in their 
lives. I felt like I had taken their innocence. 

Klutig insisted that she see how the thing would take me home. After all of her village’s 
hospitality, I couldn’t refuse. She and Davring walked back to the riverbank with me. The 
two broken ends of the mechanical arm were perfectly fused together and surrounded by a 
web work of black shafts. They were only about a quarter inch in diameter, but there were 
hundreds of them. I allowed Klutig and Davring to carefully run their hands over the 
carbon fibers. Klutig ran her hand far enough up the beam to observe it to twist with the 
beam toward a higher dimension. I tapped her on the back and said “Maybe you shouldn’t 
do that.” 

She stopped and turned to me “The...everywhere...grows.” 

“What?” 

She made some weird motions with her hands. I realized that she was showing me 
height, width and depth. 

“Space.” I said. “Yes, there is...more space...out that way. Crazy space.” I really should 
have been keeping my stupid mouth shut. 

“Are you going through crazy space to go home?” 

“Yes,” 

“T would like to see that.” 

“T can’t show you. I am never coming back, neither is anything or anyone who goes with 
me. I’m not just leaving your village, I’m leaving your whole world behind.” I just 
assumed that she wouldn’t believe me, but she got a real strange look on her face. 

“T would like to see that.” 

“No!” 

The old man’s voice came through the computer. “Get aboard, Jake.” 

I got into the pod and strapped in. I waived goodbye as the arm started to lift the pod. 
There was a weird rotation and I started to feel dizzy/queasy. Suddenly I felt something 
bounce just as I was pulled through into the strange hyper-dimensional goofy zone outside 
the time stream. I whipped my head around to see if the arm had broken again and to my 
horror saw that Klutig was on the arm with her arms and legs wrapped around it. She 
looked terrified but still gave me a nervous little smile. The bubble that contained my 


world started to swell in size and Klutig popped through it with me and the pod following a 
second later. Klutig dropped off of the arm as my pod was being lowered. She got up to her 
hands and knees before she barfed heartily all over the garage floor. 

Both me and the old man hollered “HOLY SHIT!” as I unstrapped and got out. 

“What have you done?!?” I cried. 

“T wanted to see the crazy space.” 

“Well, I hope you enjoyed it because you gave up your whole world to do it!” I had no 
idea what to do next. 

The old man said “Why in the fuck did you bring her along? Are you nuts?” 

“First of all, it wasn’t my idea and second, you shut up! You started this whole mess!” 

“Tt was an accident! I just needed to keep you busy long enough to cool down.” 

“Cool down?” 

“You were going to get into a fight with Dave Beiderman.” 

“How do you know Dave Beiderman? What makes you think I was going to get into a 
fight with him? Why the fuck do you care? What the hell is going on?” I was getting 
louder and louder as I went on. Something was even weirder here than it appeared on the 
surface and the surface was already as weird as it gets. 

Klutig was starting to regain some equilibrium and her eyes grew huge as she watched 
our conversation. “You are both...the same.” She said. 

For some reason what she said enraged me. I pointed at Jayzee and said “I’m nothing 
like this guy!” 

“You are him.” 

I assumed that this was one of her language gaps. “Huh? What do you mean?” 

“You and him are the same.” She had an expression of true awe on her face. 

Ridiculous. “Klutig, all the members of my species probably look alike to you.” I 
turned back to the old man and he was nodding his head and looking guilty. It hit me like a 
wrecking ball! “Oh no. Jayzee. J.Z. Jake Zimmer. You are me.” 

“Um...yeah. The day you got into a fight with Beiderman, he tossed you out. Not only 
did he not buy anything from you...from me again, he spread the word that I was 
‘difficult.’ Everywhere...in Boston, New York, the Internet....everywhere. I just had a 
stupid hot-headed moment and never got another paying writing job. I worked as a janitor 
at Lutex until they finally made me retire last week. I hung on until I was eighty-five. 
When I went home, I took the keys with me. My life wasn’t so bad, but I kept dwelling on 
how I had blown it. Lutex had the Hyper-dimensional probe in development but had 
specific rules for its use. They knew that it could make it possible to move an object in 
time. Some of the technology was derived from Charlie Hines’ work, but when they hired 
me at Lutex they didn’t know I was familiar with it and probably wouldn’t have hired me if 
they did... Woah!” 

Klutig had gotten to her feet and then momentarily silenced the old man by removing her 
vomit spattered tunic standing nude in the garage. 


“No!” I said. “Klutig, please put it back on.” 

“It’s dirty.” 

“T know, but so far as my people are concerned, your skin is dirtier.” She looked truly 
offended. “I’m sorry, but you left your whole life behind and there are going to be different 
rules in your new one and those rules are all made by people who are not anywhere near as 
smart as you.” She put the tunic back on. “I’ll take you to my home and we’|I figure out 
what to do with you, but you are going to have to be patient with me. With all of us.” 

I turned back to the old man. “You may think you have fixed my life, but look what you 
have done to hers! Do you think you will go back and find that you’re a famous man? 
Think about it you crazy old coot! You should have vanished in a puff of logic when you 
changed your past, but here you stand looking stupid! When you go back your life will be 
exactly the same because all you did was create an alternate path of time. I used to think I 
was a pretty smart guy, but between meeting Klutig’s people and learning that an older but 
apparently no wiser version of myself can pull a stupid stunt like this has taught me some 
humility. I can’t believe this shit! My future self coming back to correct the past! It’s the 
world’s most tired science fiction cliché. I wouldn’t dare write a story like this!” I was 
literally shaking with rage. I took a few deep breaths and tried to calm down. Finally I said. 
“Just go back where you came from.” 

Jayzee scowled at me. “You’re not even going to say ‘thanks’?” 

I afraid that the reader would probably think less of me if they thought I was the kind of 
guy who would punch an old man in the nose, so feel free to pretend that it didn’t happen if 
you want. Anyway, after stuffing some tissue up his nose, he ended up getting in the pod 
himself and popping through a hole in space. Somehow, I neither know nor care how, the 
entire apparatus and everything else in the room except for me and Klutig were pulled 
through with him and we were alone. I opened the garage door and revealed our world to 
Klutig’s astonished eyes. 

As we walked down to Union Square, Klutig was looking this way and that. Every sight 
was brand new to her. People were staring at her too. I got her into a cab as quickly as 
possible and headed back for Cambridge. So there we were in the back seat of a cab with 
the world whizzing by. She was hunched over under the low roof and started to look very 
sad. “Davring.” she said, pronouncing it in her native fashion and the distant train whistle 
in the name sounded infinitely tragic. I think she that she realized she had lost her entire 
world. It was very likely that she was now the most intelligent being on Earth and she had 
screwed up. That was pretty humbling too. 


The Space Girl 


I 


It had been a week since it had started, the noises in the house at night. Marjorie thought the 
first night that it was a minor earth tremor. Just a rattle in the dishes on the shelves, but it had 
happened every night right around the same time and there was a sense of a presence. She wasn’t 
one of those nervous types that couldn’t sleep when her man was away, and he had been away 
for a month now. He was called back to Federal Emergency service to help with hurricane clean 
up on Texas coast. Even so, she picked up the short crowbar she kept in the bedroom when she 
got up. “Just in case” she thought. 


As usual, Tasha the world’s most useless watchdog was whimpering under the bed. “Don’t 
worry girl”, she whispered, “Mama will protect you.” 


Tonight the sound seemed localized in the living room and she saw a dim light from around the 
corner. She realized that the computer was on. Silently she looked around and saw...what the hell 
was that? A figure that rippled like water standing by the computer. Human shaped but.. .like 
a...well, like a ghost. A soft high pitched sound escaped her mouth and it turned. The face was 
changing. Like it was a hundred different people who each had one instant of existence. It raised 
a hand that held something that looked like a wand. 


Something flashed alive in her lower spine. It was a warmth that spread quickly. A tingle that 
was insistent, wanted to escape like a sneeze and she dropped to her knees. The crowbar hit the 
floor with a loud clank. There were waves of pressure and intense pleasure that suddenly burst 
wetly and she dimly realized that she was shaking with a powerful orgasm. “Cumming like an 
express train” she might have thought if only the part of her brain that used words was still 
functioning, but all that was going on was about the body, not the mind. She moaned, she shook, 
she gushed. 


She was laying in her stomach when she found herself again able to function. Tasha was 
sniffing curiously at the puddle she had made on the kitchen floor. 


I 


Illendi sat unclothed as she awaited her supplies for the trip which she knew would be 
minimal. More often than not she would only wear her collar, gun and boots and be otherwise 
nude. In full presence crosstime transfer, every milligram of mass counted. An Auditor only 
wore clothing if it was for environmental protection or needed for disguise against the locals. 
Where she was going it was the height of summer and Illendi required no disguise as she closely 
matched the most common ethnic type of the target timeline although she was in noticeably 
better health than the great majority of them. Knowing that, she was curious as to what supplies 
might be. 


Masdon finally appeared and it looked like he was had nothing with him until he held out his 
hand. “This will be your required costume. In order not to draw unwanted attention, this is the 
bare minimum costume required for a woman on this timeline. It is called a ‘thong’ in case 
anyone asks.” 


Illendi took the triangles of cloth and strings and said, “How do I...?” 


“Your breasts go in those cup-shaped affairs. It ties around your back and neck. The other 
piece is a pair of pants with no leggings.” She put on the skimpy garments. The top portion came 
down very low on her breasts, right to the top of her aureolae. The bottom was a triangle of cloth 
that covered the area of her vulva and was held on with strings that left her buttocks almost 
entirely uncovered with just a string running up the divide. 


“You realize that the difference between this and nude is almost nothing, right?” 


“One shouldn’t waste one’s time attempting to apply logic to foreign customs. The outfit 
weighs only thirty-one grams. It will keep the cost of transfer low.” 


Illendi also put on the levi-boots and her control collar strapping its small tanks to her left 
arm. Finally she strapped her gun and holster to her right thigh. She received the signal that her 
orders had been transferred to her collar. She tapped it and the clear envelope covered her head. 


Her levi-boots came on and she lifted half a meter off of the floor, floating with her knees bent as 
if in free fall. “Ready.” She said. 


Masdon repeated “Ready.” And she vanished from the world. 


Ill 


Jason Bennett was having a good day. He had spent twelve bucks at the used book store, but 
had gotten some real treasures. Slaves of the Klau by Jack Vance in a nice British edition, a 
hardback copy of Eric Frank Russell’s Men, Martians and Machines, a replacement for his 
coverless copy of The World of Null-A by A. E. Van Vogt and the real prize, a copy of The 
Efficiency Expert by Edgar Rice Burroughs. This last he wasn’t in a big hurry to read. It was a 
short crime novel by the creator of John Carter of Mars, but he now had a complete collection of 
all of Burroughs’ books! Yes, it was a good day. Good paperbacks from the ‘50s and ‘60s were 
getting harder to find, or at least find for cheap. 


If you were to see Jason on the street, you wouldn't think much of him, a mop of curly brown 
hair, a brave attempt at a beard, round about the middle, but still with a spring in his step and 
young enough to wake up optimistic every day. Aside from blogging about the Golden Age of 
Science Fiction, he had accomplished exactly nothing with is life and was unbothered by that 
fact. The main thing Jason had going for him was his flexible mind. He was pretty much ready to 
deal with anything, mentally at least. That was good news for him given what lay in his path. 


On this day when the sun was shining just a little brighter for Jason, an odd sound came from 
the alley on Twelfth Street as he was walking past. Just enough of a clatter to cause him to turn 
his head. A space girl! She was a freaking space girl ! She floated as if weightless beside the 
dumpster. She was not just a female astronaut in a bulky EVA suit. She was something out of a 
‘40s SF pulp cover with a bubble dome space helmet and a ray gun strapped to her thigh but 
otherwise dressed in the very skimpiest of bikinis and a pair of silver high heeled boots. She 
wore that bikini very well indeed! She had the body of buxom lingerie model and the face of a 
goddess! She had deep jade-green eyes. Her wavy raven hair was cut just short of shoulder 
length. Jason neither blinked nor rubbed his eyes lest he deprive himself of even a second of 
this image. 


It took a few seconds for her to notice him there following her every ample curve with his 
eyes, but she smiled when she saw him. She touched the complex looking collar of her space 


helmet and gracefully dropped on her feet to the sidewalk. “Glidis!” she said. Jason just stared. 
“Saluton!” she said and held up her hand. Jason was still speechless. “Privyet?” she ventured 
uncertainly. She wrinkled her brow and touched her collar again. A tight beam of blue light shot 
out from it scanning the surroundings and coming to rest on a sign warning of a fifty dollar fine 
for parking on weekdays. “Ah!” She said. “English!” 


Jason showed some awareness finally. “Hello! Do you speak English?” She asked in a perfect 
English accent. 


Jason Bennett nodded “Yeah! I speak English.” 


“Oh!” She said, and then switched to an American accent. “American English! I am Ilendi.” 
She stepped closer with her hand extended. She was his same height of five foot nine in her 
heels. He took her hand. Her skin was soft, but her grip was firm. 


“My name is Jason.” He said. In his mind he felt he spoke too loudly and too fast. He worried 
that he might not smell that great, like sweat and the two slices of pizza he had for lunch. 


Illendi looked around noticing that she was starting to draw curious and lascivious glances 
from passersby. “Is it safe here?” She asked. 


“Um, you are going to get a lot of attention dressed like that. I don’t know if it’s attention you 
want.” 


“You mean sexual attention?” 


Jason swallowed. “Y-yes. Sexual.” He squeaked a bit on the word sexual. 


She frowned. “I’m on duty. I have no time for recreational mating.” 


“On duty? Where are you from? Are you really a space girl?” 


“T’m not from this space.” 


“OK, I was thinking that you are some cosplayer out for some fun, but between that floating 
In the air thing and the way you are talking, I’m wondering if you might not be something else.” 


“Cos-player.” She said the word slowly. Her eyes scanned a block of text in a foreign 
language that briefly flashed on the inside of her helmet. “Yes, I am something else.” 


“Well, maybe you should change clothes.” 


“This is all I have. It only weighs thirty-one grams.” 


“T totally believe you.” He was starting to suspect that she might not be mentally all there. 
Why would a woman who was Victoria’s Secret model hot be wandering around the streets in a 
space helmet? “Can I take you someplace? Where are you supposed to be?” 


“T need to be wherever the phasma is. I could use a base to work from.” 


Jason grinned. “You could always come to my place.” 


IV 


Goozy looked over her prizes in satisfaction. She was getting the hang of things now and had 
been able to mirror out more tradable artifacts on this run. Her previous profits had not been 
great, but this last had paid off well with a few really exotic pieces. Of course she wasn’t 
equipped to actually move mass from timeline to timeline or even make real physical contact. 
Even if she had had the equipment, the power consumption would have gotten her identified and 
arrested very quickly. Just using a simple phasmic transfer rig was almost impossible to spot 
from the originating end and the natives of the other timeline were generally too afraid to 
approach her even if she was seen. She did gazm a native on this run, but more because she was 
surprised and panicked rather than from any actual threat. It didn’t really matter, the mirror 
goods were perfect replicas down to the molecular level. 


There were a few books printed in the native language of the timeline, a simple electronic 
device that was designed to control an entertainment system at a distance, some reflective discs 
that she believed were visual recordings, An animal figure made of glass, some clothing and 
some household items that she had not determined the purpose of. She had connections with 
collectors who would pay well and not ask questions. 


All of her equipment was made from modified common devices. The transfer mechanism was 
an over driven kitchen disposal that was manually tuned to an inhabited timeline and had its 
aperture stretched large enough to accommodate a human albeit at much lower power. The 
mirror fabricator was built based on plans from a student science project. The gazm gun was just 
a part from an old gaming interface. Unlike a projectile weapon, it could still be effective even 
with a very incomplete transfer. Even if Goozy was an insubstantial wraith, she could still gazm 
a native who might make trouble. Go ahead and let them report to their authorities that a ghost 
had made them climax. Even in very superstitious societies that sort of thing needed more than 
just the claim of one person. A phasma has never been caught by natives or a primitive timeline. 


Goozy donned a short pocketed kilt and slippers and had her skin implants apply a pattern to 
the rest of her skin to complete her street clothes. She gathered up her swag and headed out to 
Toliti’s place expecting no less than two hundred Drams. 


Vv 


On the way to his apartment, Jason texted Becca. She was good at getting to the bottom of 
things. She replied that she would be over in an hour. 


Illendi looked around the apartment. Her face showed that she was fascinated by the place, 
but Jason could see that she also found it quaint. She pointed to a shelf of action figures. 
“Household gods?” she inquired. 


Jason smirked. “Sort of.” He pointed to the couch. “Make yourself comfortable” 


Illendi touched the collar of her helmet and the transparent dome vanished leaving only the 
collar which she lifted off and placed on the coffee table. She quickly removed the top of her 
bikini releasing her large, firm and quite perfect breasts. Jason was momentarily struck dumb. He 
had certainly seen a pair of tits before but none quite like these...well not in person at 
least...anyway he didn’t want to take advantage of someone who might be mentally ill. With 
deep regret he blurted, “You had better put that back on, Becca is on the way over.” 


She looked puzzled for a second and then remembered that she had the skimpy covering in 
deference to local custom. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to offend!” 


“Offend! That’s not it, I’m not offended...” 


“Where I come from I am seen as being a paragon fitness and health.” She put the bikini top 
and helmet collar back on as she spoke. “An Auditor has to meet a very high standard, but 
perhaps I don’t match your aesthetic.” 


Jason smirked. “You're just fucking with me, right?" 


Illendi touched the collar."Fucking?" The dome reappeared with text flashing on it for a 
second accompanied by a brief pornographic animation. “The use of ‘fucking’ in this context is 
perplexing. Clearly we are not at this moment engaged in...” 


“No, no, no. It’s just a figure of speech...wait...could we be?” 


“T’m on duty, and as well...” She gestured toward Jason. 


He glanced down at his pizza-fed portly frame. There were only a few guys on the planet 
who rated a woman like this and he was miles away from being one of them. “Yeah, I get it. 


” 


“Do you? It’s that you’re a native. It’s against policy.” 


“Right. Um, look, do you usually run around naked?” 


“Run around? We have no cultural prohibition against wearing just our skin, but most of us 
don’t on a daily basis. I came here by a crosstime transfer. It takes a huge amount of energy to 
move every gram of mass from one plane to another. The Bureau of Audit tries very hard to keep 
expense low. We can take only our minimum equipment, usually only my collar, boots and 
weapon. Most of the time on missions I will wear no other clothing at all or as in this case, the 
bare minimum to not defy local standards. ” A hint of pride crossed her face. “At home you 
would find me to be a very fashionable dresser. I assure you that I can look very good indeed.” 


Jason was starting to believe that this woman was at very least quite foreign even if the tale 
of exactly where she came from was absurd. “By our standards you look very, very good even 
wearing nothing, maybe especially wearing nothing.” 


Again she favored him with her dazzling smile. He was hypnotized by it for a few seconds. 
The doorbell rang. 


Jason found Becca standing there. “So wassup?” She asked. “Did you find something at the 
book store you had to show me right away?” She went right past him into the living room, 
spotted Illendi and stopped short, eyes wide. “Hello!” 


“Hello.” Answered Illendi. 


“Jason, please introduce me to your friend.” Jason and Becca had a mutual attraction that they 
had never acted on, but she always got a little jumpy when he was around other women. Illendi 
made her jumpier than most. 


“Becca, this is Illendi. Illendi, this is my friend Becca. Illendi is from outer space.” 


Becca spoke to Jason, but she did not remove her eyes from Illendi. “Shut the fuck up!” 


“Not outer space, Jason.” Corrected Illendi, “Another space. A parallel continuum.” 


“So let me get this straight...” Becca asked with sarcastic skepticism, “You brought home a 
bikini girl from another dimension. What a load of crap!” 


Jason glanced over at Illendi. “Do the floaty thing.” She touched her collar and floated off the 
ground. This time Jason noticed that she was not just lifted against gravity, but that gravity 
around her was somehow cancelled her hair floated loose about her head and her breasts buoyed 
upward slightly. 


“Holy shit!” breathed Becca softly. Jason noticed that Becca couldn’t take her eyes off of 
Illendi’s body. She had never shown any signs of being attracted to other women and he didn’t 
think she was in this case either. She was comparing herself, point by point with the space girl 
and finding herself wanting at every point. Jason had always found Becca quite attractive. She 


was supple and slender with tiny, but nicely shaped boobs. She often said that she had never 
owned a bra. She had large expressive blue eyes and a cute blonde pixie cut. To him she looked 
like an anime girl come to life, but if you put her right next to Illendi she looked like a pale little 
stick figure and she knew it. 


“T think that will do it.” Said Jason. The space girl once again alighted on the floor. She 
removed her collar and placed it on the coffee table and relaxed onto the couch. Her posture was 
casual, but it was obvious that just about any pose for her just seemed highly sexual. 


“So Ilendi”, said Becca. She paused. “By the way, is that your first or your last name?” 


“Tt is my only name. I have a creche number, but it isn’t used socially.” 


“T see. So what brings you here?” 


“Tam an Auditor, I am hunting a phasma. Jason graciously offered his home to me as a base of 
operations.” 


“T’ll bet he did! What’s an Auditor or a phazim?” 


“Phasma.” She picked up and put on the collar again and touched it so the transparent bubble 
appeared. Text flashed on the inside. “An Auditor is like what you would call a police officer or 
maybe a government agent. A phasma is a ghost.” 


“You are a cop from another dimension hunting a ghost.” 


“Yes,” 


“This is so cool!” spewed Jason. 


Becca rolled her eyes. “It is kind of.” She admitted grudgingly. “Who am I kidding? It’s pretty 
fucking awesome! Are you sure she isn’t a crazy person?” 


“You saw the floaty thing.” 


“Right... How can I help?” 


“Can you lend her some clothes?” 


She looked at Jason incredulously. “She’s almost a foot taller than me! Not only that...” She 
held out her hands in front of her in an emphatic double cupping gesture. 


“You must have something!” 


Becca gave an impatient grunt, but she left. 


Jason looked at Illendi. God, she was magnificent! How do mere humans get that perfect? It 
wasn't only her health and sexuality. She radiated a supernatural confidence an ease of being that 
made her seem more goddess than woman. "What's it like where you come from?" he asked. 


"T'll need some reference." She said and picked up he collar again and made the bubble helmet 
appear. 


"Why do you need a space helmet, but no space suit?" 


"It's not a 'space helmet’. It is my control collar. Computer, communications, translation, 
defense all in a single light weight device. Even in my world it is the very highest technology 
available only to a few. It has an extendible bubble display that can show me data and also filter 
impure atmospheres." 


"Uh-huh." 


"In your world, Chinghis Khan's armies turned back from Europe in 1240. In mine they 
pressed on until they reached the Atlantic. They didn't take Britain until a century later. By then 
the empire had been divided with Europe as a separate khanate. Christianity went into eclipse 
and over time Islam rose to be the religion of Europe although they retained Christian dating. 
The empires didn't last and both Europe and Asia broke into smaller khanates. Science came into 
prominence earlier than it did in your world as it was a value in Islam but suspect in Christianity. 
The first Europeans visited the New World in the early 1400's , but unlike in your world the 
missions were to establish trade and open diplomatic relations. Like in your world, they still 
brought disease with them. the effect on the nations of the New World started to collapse as huge 
epidemics raged through them, but the European khanates supported and rebuilt them thus 
cementing a permanent friendship." 


"So you are Muslim?" 


"Islam is the default Western religion. When my people think of something being religious, 
they are envisioning Islam, but our society is overwhelmingly secular." 


"And no war against the Indians." 


"Indians" she repeated and a line of text briefly flashed in her helmet. "Ah! Alsbaruns ! No. A 
healthy trade started on the Atlantic. The civilizations of both continents was much enhanced. 


Science continued to advance. Our industrial revolution happened in the sixteenth century. Germ 
theory of disease around the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Antibiotics were 
discovered in 1622. The world was electrified by the end of the seventeenth. The first nuclear 
reactor was built in 1748, Humans visited the Moon in 1757, Mars in 1780, net communication 
by 1800. the first human made object left the solar system the same year." 


"Holy crap! That just happened for us." 


"I know. We discovered parallel continuua by accident in the early 1800s around the same 
time that world government was established. By 1899 we had spread our culture across six 
timelines and several planets. That culture is of course a large blanket that encompasses literally 
thousands of subcultures as vast as your whole world culture. Our world is several levels above 
yours in complexity." 


Jason was realizing that they must consider his entire world as a very minor player, perhaps 
even as disposable! He shuddered slightly. 


"Are you cold?" asked Illendi. 


Becca was back in fifteen minutes and before long had Illendi in a pleated skirt that was barely 
long enough on her to cover her gun and a t-shirt that didn’t cover her navel and was stretched 
near the limit by her bosom. The collar with the bubble turned off looked like some absurdly 
huge piece of jewelry. Becca looked her over. Her sarcasm was palpable. “Well, she looks all 
ready for her porn shoot. She won’t stand out a bit.” 


The weapon bulged under the skirt. “What is that thing anyway?” She asked. 


“Tt’s a Space Gun.” 


“Of course it is.” She sighed. 


VI 


Illendi spotted the story herself while Jason was showing her how to use the Internet. What 
they had where she came from didn’t require a keyboard or a monitor or a computer. Jason was 
like a caveman showing a civilized person how to make a fire by rubbing two sticks together. 


A friend posted a news of the weird type story on his timeline and Illendi spotted it 
immediately. 


“A man appeared at an emergency room this morning complaining of pain in his pelvic 
region. He said he had seen a ghost in his house that pointed at him and caused him to ejaculate 
for over five minutes. “It was only pleasure for the first minute.” He said, “It turned into pain 
pretty quickly after that and then agony!” The 31 year old man who asked that his name not be 
revealed is being treated for damage to his genital tract.” 


“Gazm gun.” Said Illendi. “That is the work of the phasma.” 


“What’s a ‘gazm gun’?” Asked Jason. 


“Tt is a weapon. In my world, only Auditors and other authorized persons can have weapons. 
All real weapons are made with trackers and they won’t function without them. Criminals must 
make weapons. A gazm gun is one of the easiest to make. They are almost complete as an 
element in entertainment systems for erotic stimulation. All one needs to do is remove the 
buffering filter and you have a weapon that can incapacitate most people. It projects a radiation 
that affects the lower spine causing a neural overload resulting in a powerful orgasm. There is no 
long term harm to a woman, but it can really damage a man.” 


Jason looked appalled. Becca said, “Ha! I’d like to see that! Have you ever gotten shot with 
one?” 


“Yes. Auditors in fact take several hits from gazm guns during their training so they can 
learn to handle it.” 


“Even the men?” 


“All Auditors are women.” 


“Do they all look like you?” asked Jason. 


“More or less.” Jason’s eyes glazed over a bit as he thought about beautiful Auditors in 
training firing orgasm guns at one another and just cumming and cumming! He was snapped out 
of it when Becca spoke up. 


“How do we find your man?” 


“The Phasma isn’t a man. She’s a street urchin named Goozy. Hundreds of minor offenses to 
her credit. I’ve met her before. She just recently branched out into crosstime violations. I have to 
find out where that man is hospitalized.” 


Jason thought it was going to be impossible without a name. There were three hospitals in 
town and there was a byline on the story. A quick email to the reporter got them the name of the 
hospital and the first name of the victim. 


VII 


It was a double room at St. John’s but only one bed was occupied. 


“Are you David Wallner?” Asked Illendi. 


The guy looked up at her and said, “Goddamn! I have the worst friends in the world! The last 
thing I want now is a stripper!” 


“Hey!” exclaimed Becca, “She’s not a stripper. She’s a detective.” 


The man gave a humorless bark of laughter. “Right! You’re not bad, you’re just drawn that 
way!” 


Illendi looked very confused. Jason told her “It would take too long to explain.” 


The Auditor asked him “can you tell me about the ghost you saw?” 


“Do you believe in ghosts?” 


“That depends on what you tell me.” 


Both Jason and Becca were impressed at what a no nonsense cop Illendi was. 


“T already told the cops and they just laughed at me. They think I’m just covering up some 
embarrassing sex escapade. As if this weren’t embarrassing enough on its own.” 


“T won’t laugh.” 


The fact is, it would have been hard for any male to deny Illendi what she asked for. A guy 
instinctively wants to make a pretty girl smile. 


“Tt was a couple of hours before I normally get up, but I heard a noise. I went downstairs and 
saw...a figure. It was all wavery, but I got the impression that it was a girl. She seemed like she 
was doing something with my coin collection. I thought at first she was robbing them, but she 
wasn’t. She would hold up a coin next to a shiny card...something like a shining card and it 
would make an image of it like a mirror. Then she would reach into it and pick up the 
reflection!” 


Illendi nodded. “You interrupted her.” 


“T yelled ‘Stop!’ She turned at pointed at me and... I jizzed! I jizzed hard and I kept jizzing for 
a long time. It started hurting real bad and I passed out from the pain. I came to a little later and 
drove myself to the hospital. I hurt all over inside around my bladder and my balls ached really 
bad. I had been squirting blood at the end there. They say I’m going to be alright, but right now it 
really stings when I piss and I don’t think I’m going to want any sex for a long time.” 


“Did she finish with the coins?” 


“She vanished in a flash right after she pointed” 


“Where do you live, David Wallner?” 


VIll 


Goozy was thrilled! Toliti had paid sixty Drams each for the metal discs! There was no 
question that she had to get more of them. She hoped that she had permanently broken the 
plumbing on the native that interrupted her! It was too easy to get distracted and lose the 
connection. 


She traveled too heavy last time. This time it would be just her in her skin with the mirror box 
and the gun. She could mirror more of the coins at once if she had less mass. 


If she went right away the native who owned the house would likely still be incapacitated. She 
stripped off her clothing and set her implants to give her a tight complex pattern that would 
darken her skin considerably and hopefully make her less visible. 


She activated her rig and stepped through. 


IX 


Becca was in disbelief as Illendi unlocked the door. “He just gave you the key! I don’t 
understand.” 


“T do.” Said Jason. “She’s the kind of woman that gets guys to give her what she wants.” 


“The men of this continuum are very cooperative.” Remarked Illendi. 


“Tt doesn’t seem fair.” 


“You two didn’t have to come.” Said Illendi. “It would have been safer if you hadn’t.” 


“You must be high if you think I would miss this.” Jason replied. 


Becca nodded her head in agreement. “No way were you going to get rid of us!” 


Wallner was obviously doing alright. The place was a three story brick townhouse in a toney 
looking condo complex. Inside there was nice modern furniture. Nothing from Ikea or even 
Pottery Barn. The coin case was still open on top of a cabinet in the living room. A coin was on 
the floor and Jason picked it up. It was a 1955 Franklin half dollar. He put it in the drawer of the 
box that had a separate slot for each coin. All were filled. “None of the coins are missing.” He 
observed. 


“No. Of course not. Goozy can’t actually take them.” Said Illendi. 


“T don’t get it.” 


“Tt takes too much energy to carry dense matter from continuum to continuum. The energy 
usage would register to the authorities and she would be arrested. Instead she uses a mirror box, 
a device that duplicates it in the home continuum.” 


Becca was befuddled. “So she isn’t actually taking anything? Why is that a crime?” 


“For several reasons. It is damaging to the economy to flood it with valuables from other 
worlds, contaminants can come over with it like disease germs we have no protection against, 
they terrorize persons on other continuua and also risk making them aware that other contunuua 
exist. That is intelligence that we guard as closely as we can. Persons on very few other 
continuua have learned of the existence of other worlds. The most important breach was in 1896, 
but as of yet those who became aware at that time have only very primitive means of exploiting 
it. It is my job to make sure incidents of that sort are minimized.” 


Something funny happened in a corner of the room. It was like looking at the air above a 
barbecue grill, all wavery. “You two stand back!” Exclaimed Illendi. 


A dark figure stepped out of the wavery air. A slender, dark human, about five foot three. Jason 
couldn’t make out much in the way of features, but it did have the look of a female ghost. Kind 
of ectoplasmic with odd bits of distortion floating around it. 


Illendi’s body was suddenly like a coiled spring and she floated up into the air. She touched 
her collar and the bubble of her helmet appeared with a plethora of text readouts appearing and 
disappearing rapidly on the inside of it. Suddenly she shot forward and tackled the ghostly figure 
pushing her straight through the distorted area and dropping her to the carpet now fully in focus. 


At first Jason and Becca thought she was wearing a form fitting leotard, but they both realized 
that she was actually completely nude and covered in an intricate tattoo. She was a teenaged girl 
and she looked angry. She snarled something in a foreign language at Illendi. Illendi snarled 
back equally incomprehensible sounds. 


The girl looked about and saw Jason and Becca and suddenly looked scared. A pop and a flash 
of light and Becca was suddenly on her back arching her spine and letting out a high pitched wail 
that didn’t sound exactly like pain. “Oh my fucking God!” She cried. Then she gasped out, 
“Jason, run!” 


Jason turned as there was another pop and flash just as Illendi tackled the girl again and he felt 
a weird sort of tickle and the world dissolved into squirting wet ecstasy. 


Jason came back to the real world. He wasn’t in as much pain as he expected to be. Becca 
was talking to him. She was flushed and wearing a big stupid grin. 


“How are you feeling big guy? You ok?” 


Jason took inventory. He was definitely pretty wet downstairs and had a painful, throbbing 
erection, but he knew it could have been worse. “Must have just grazed me. How about you?” 


“T am utterly fantastic! Holy shit, I’m fabulous!” 


“Aw jeeze. Cut it out.” He saw the girl Goozy floating in the air in a fetal position. Her 
tattoo was somehow gone and now she just looked naked, pink and vulnerable. Illendi was 
holding her gun trained on her. 


“Hey!” called Jason, “What are you going to do to her?!? Does she get the death penalty for 
this?” 


Illendi lowered the gun and looked aghast at him. “Death penalty? Do you think I would kill 
her? What kind of barbarian do you take me for?” 


Becca was still in her happy place but managed to ask, “Then what are you going to do?” 


“Tt’s a space gun! It modulates spacetime. I’m sending her to incarceration in my world.” She 
raised the gun and took aim at Goozy and pulled the trigger. A pink ray illuminated her and there 
was a soft humming sound. The girl twisted and folded in directions that shouldn't exist and then 
wasn't there anymore. Illendi turned back toward Jason and Becca. "She'll take some years in 
training. We'll teach her to be smart rather than just crafty. I started out a lot like her, perhaps 
she'll end up an Auditor. ” 


“You were a criminal? ” asked Becca. 


“T was a child. In our world we believe that youth must rebel and we make room for it in the 
structure of our civilization. Harassing primitive timelines and importing xenolitic goods steps 
beyond normal rebellion and requires special disciplining. ” 


Jason slowly sat up. he felt all sticky, but there was not much discomfort. He had gotten off 
easy. Pun intended I guess. The painful erection had subsided. “So, are you all done? ” he asked 
Illendi. 


“"Tt would seem so.” She pulled off the t-shirt and the skirt and then undid the strings of the 
bikini and let it drop to the floor. 


“What the hell!? ” exclaimed Becca. 


“Ow! ” said Jason with his hand on his crotch. “I didn't need that.” 


“Mass that I don’t want to carry home. I thank you both for your help.” She favored them 
with one more beautiful smile as she floated upward, touched her collar and vanished. 


XI 


Becca and Jason took turns washing up, collected up Illendi’s discarded clothing and split. 


Becca actually convinced Jason to have a salad instead of pizza at the sandwich shop. “Maybe 
you can be a little more trim the next time a bombshell from another dimension comes along.” 
she teased. 


He ignored the quip. “I guess we can’t talk about this, huh?” 


1!” 


“Oh so what? We saw each other cum 


Jason’s cheeks colored slightly and he grinned despite himself. “Not that, retard! About 
Illendi!” 


“You were planning on talking about it? That’s a story that no one would buy in a comic book? 
Bikini babe in a space helmet chasing a juvenile delinquent!” She shoveled another fork full of 
greens into her mouth. “Get serious” she mumbled through her food. 


When Becca arrived home, she found a note from her roommates. They had gone to the movies 
and Chinese. “Well, this is just perfect!” she thought. 


She pulled it out of her pocket. Illendi had knocked it from Goozy’s grasp after she shot at 
Jason with it. Becca had scooped it up almost without thinking. It was surprisingly small, about 
the size and shape of a cigarette. 


“Hello my new best friend!” 


The Tourbillon Heart 


The best day of my life was the one fifteen years ago when I slipped on spilled 
gravy at Gigantomart. My injuries were not horrible, but I was left with 
intermittent back pain. Gigantomart never wants to go to court. They actually brag 
that they have never been sued. True enough. Their modus operandi is to offer 
excellent out of court settlements on condition of non-disclosure agreements, that 
way no one really knows or ever will know how many people get injured in those 
places. Gigantomart is what used to be called Kendall Square until they bought the 
whole area in the ‘30’s and roofed it over into a single immense super store. Until 
it happened to me I felt I was at more risk of getting lost than hurt in there. Also 
before that time I was completely unaware that you could get gravy in thirty-three 
gallon drums and that they would have warehouse robots clumsy enough to drop 
one from twenty feet. They paid me my full salary and benefits for the rest of my 
life on top of an initial big pile of cash. 


So what was to keep me from opening a completely useless business that would 
never turn a profit? The last brick and mortar media store in Cambridge had closed 
over twenty years before and Cambridge being Cambridge; it had been a long time 
hold out. You want information products, you get them online. From stores, you 
get clothes, food, house wares and that’s it. I opened a store that sells books, 
records and movies in all formats right in Central Square. I called it The Last 
Bookstore. I set the place up in one of Cambridge’s grand historic buildings, an old 
Odd Fellows Hall that was later occupied by shops and a dance school and still 
later by a law firm who moved into Boston proper right when I was looking to set 
up shop. I rented the whole building. The first two floors were the shop and 
warehouse and the top floors were now my very spacious apartment. Thank you, 
Gigantomart! 


All my friends predicted it would fail, but I was under no particular pressure to 
make money, it’s just something I wanted to do. My biggest surprise was that I 
started to do a reasonably good business. Sales actually paid rent on the place. You 
could have knocked me over with a feather! I really had visualized a situation 
where I spent most of the day reading and scratching Mister Tawky Tawny behind 
the ears and only occasionally passing the time of day with a customer or two. No 
sir, I actually had to work. Ordering books or records, answering questions, 
helping people find things amongst the labyrinthine shelving. Old equipment was a 
specialty. I had players, viewers and readers going back to the nineteenth century. 


You would be surprised at how many classic iPod, Kindle or even Walkman 
enthusiasts there are out there. Vinyl disc players moved quickly as did wind up 
Victorolas. I could get all that cheap by the box load ready to be scrapped and the 
boxes were piling up. I really do have a bad back and I needed an assistant. 


I had money, but a brand new assistant was still more than I wanted to spend and 
even good used ones were currently out of my budget. I found Rose in three taped 
up boxes at a yard sale in Somerville. She was a sex robot. The very idea of a used 
one was pretty icky, but that wasn’t what I was going to use her for and she would 
be cleaned thoroughly. 


When I was a little kid the first real autonomous robots were coming on the 
market. The sex robots weren’t the very first, but they came along pretty quickly. 
Rose wasn’t old enough to be a collectable classic. I figured some over-indulged 
high school kid got her when he was sixteen seven or eight years ago and then 
forgot about her when he went off to college. 


I modified Robot Rose quite a bit. I had tweaked her voice so that she sounded 
completely sexless and then change it back because it seemed annoying so she still 
has this low, breathy contralto that sometimes seems to just drip sex. Her oversized 
breasts contained no components that I needed; mostly little heating units and 
pressure sensors and they kept catching on things. I briefly considered mounting 
them on the wall of my office, but decided that it would have been in questionable 
taste. They were now in a box waiting to startle the next person who dug through 
there looking for a roll of tape. I also got rid of her long auburn hair. I needed 
better access to the various connectors in her head. 


I don’t even know why I still called her Rose. Probably because her face was still 
decidedly feminine with long lashes and big pouty lips. I didn’t want to fool 
around with those lips too much because they were more mobile than average and 
she could enunciate very clearly. I hope I can leave something to the imagination 
as to why they were so over-engineered. 


One of the boxes contained her manual, half in English, half in Chinese and 
instructions for use that were half troubleshooting guide, half Kama Sutra. Using 
these I was able to determine what parts were nonessential. The important part was 
that she was good and strong, could climb ladders and could shelve stuff. 


I also wanted to train her to repair old electronics. I replaced one of her eyes with 
a microscope that jutted out from her eye socket stretching the eyelid grotesquely. 


The lashes surrounded the device like a ring of sea anemone tentacles. I put an old 
pair of jeans and a vest on her so she looked less like a vandalized Barbie doll. 
Mister Tawky Tawny the cat absolutely hated her. If she surprised him by quietly 
walking into a room or by speaking after a long silence he would arch his back and 
hiss as if she were a demon that had come to steal his soul! 


My friend, sometime business partner and local eccentric technologist Dan 
Hoberman, came up with electronic manuals for everything from vacuum cleaners 
to mechanical watches to spacecraft and put them all into Rose for me until her 
flash drives must have been bursting. I made note that her vocabulary had changed. 
I would ask her to shelve some books and she would respond “I ache to fulfill your 
every desire.” I found this curious, but I soon discovered the source. Among the 
pile of ebooks he had stuffed her head with was a huge collection of 20" century 
romance novels titled “The Turbulent Heart”. Somehow that information was 
jumbled with watch repair manuals. She would sometimes make reference to her 
“tourbillon” heart. Tourbillon has nothing to do with turbulence. It is a more or less 
useless device incorporated into very expensive timepieces to compensate for the 
effect of gravity. They were insanely complex and did little to improve a watch’s 
accuracy just as her perplexing vocabulary did little to improve Rose’s usefulness. 


Her hands were beautiful, small and sensitive and I wanted to train her to fix 
watches and small electronics. Hoberman also suggested that I start leaving Rose 
booted up all the time. It is considered advisable to shut down robots when they are 
not in use otherwise they tend to accumulate process errors and odd data routes. 

As well they start making their own intellectual connections. Most people find this 
to make the system inefficient. Hoberman calls it developing a personality. 


Anyway, the other morning we were having tea in the shop. Tawky was curled 
up on the table between us occasionally sticking his head up as if having a passing 
interest in our conversation which he most certainly did not, and making a few of 
the chirpy little noises that earned him his name. Hoberman entertained himself by 
dipping his finger in the cream and applying a drop to Tawky’s nose to watch him 
lick it off while cross-eyed. 


“Why did you make her so ugly?” he asked. 
“What? Who?” 


“Robot Rose. She was pretty and you went and tore her all up.” 


“T needed certain functions, besides I can’t have a sex toy in a see-through 
nightie prancing about the shop! It wouldn’t look professional.” 


“T guess not, but she’s kind of terrifying.” He was right, she was definitely 
disturbing looking. “Hey Laszlo,” he said changing the subject, “you should come 
by the convention; we have a date night with the Maryanne Carters. I can fix you 
up!” 


“What’s she look like?” 


Hoberman pulled up a convention program on his tab and pointed to the image 
of an attractive dark-skinned woman. “More or less like this. This is the real 
Maryanne Carter.” 


Hoberman was an Egon Schiiller. That was his doppelganger club. Starting in 
the late teens, probably because of the Internet shrinking the world, people had 
come to realize that there were only so many faces to go around. Eight and a half 
billion people; only about twenty million or so faces. There had been clubs of 
people with the same name before, the Jim Smith club was quite well known, but 
associations of people with the same face were a twenty-first century phenomenon. 
It started with Celebrities. One of the first big clubs was the Kim Jong Uns, but 
some Claim it goes all the way back to twentieth century Elvis Presley 
impersonators. He was one of the biggest names of the nineteen fifties and sixties. 
Later on, people started forming their own clubs starting in social media and then 
later with personal meet ups. Egon Schiiller was one of those. He lived in Vaduz 
and Hoberman looked just like him. So did at least seven hundred and sixty more 
or less other guys living mostly in Europe, North and South America. The 
qualification for membership was to resemble Egon Schiiller according to a couple 
dozen data points. The shape of the features, their placement in relation to one 
another, wrinkles, coloration, shape of hairline, these were essential to match. 
Height could vary and so could hair color. Some members had facial hair although 
Schiiller did not. The exact matching rules varied from club to club. The Maryanne 
Carters required a much closer match. Height, measurements, weight, skin tone, 
shoe size even the distance between the eyes. 


Five Schiillers in the Boston area had organized a convention and over one 
hundred and fifty Schiillers were planning on showing up. The big event planned 
was the mixer dance with the Maryanne Carters who were also having a Boston 
convention. Hoberman had mentioned it to me a few times, but I had forgotten that 
it was this week. 


“Not bad! I suppose I could spare a few hours.” 


The convention was at the Hyatt on the waterfront. The place was full of Egons 
and Maryannes and the various people who had come to gawk at them. Doppel 
club conventions were considered great marketing opportunities for cosmetic and 
clothing companies. They would market to the seed member of a big club with free 
clothing and then sell the same item to as many members as they could contact. 
The real Egon Schiiller wasn’t here, but the real Maryanne Carter was. She lived in 
Hartford Connecticut, just a half-hour away by mag-rail. She was easy to spot at 
the center of a knot of her doppels and a few Schiillers. Definitely a good looking 
woman, but a few of her doppels were even better looking. The Maryanne Carters 
were all carefully dressed alike. The current fashion was inspired by a twentieth 
century cartoon that was called The Jetsons. All of the Maryannes wore a short 
purple skirt with a slightly lighter purple petticoat peeking from underneath that 
had a large white triangular collar and purple tights. The look didn’t work for 
everyone, but it was pretty cute on the Maryanne Carters. 


Hoberman and I went into the bar and ended up having beers with a couple of 
Schiillers, one from Ohio and the other from Venezuela. The South American guy 
looked exactly like Egon Schiiller right down to the haircut and clothing style. He 
proudly told us that he had duplicated every item in Schiiller’s closet and was kept 
up to date by paying close attention to the monthly wardrobe dispatches. 
Hoberman was nowhere near that fanatical. He looked like Schiiller alright, but his 
hair was longer and he didn’t dye it to match his shade. He was also a few pounds 
heavier than Schuller, really almost enough to be drummed out. Steven, the guy 
from Ohio, was a minor politician who ran a county parks department. He bragged 
that there were two other Schiillers in his department. 


It goes without saying that I was a trifle bored by the conversation and I saw a 
Maryanne Carter sitting by herself near the end of the bar. I decided that I should 
introduce myself. She was really quite lovely. I couldn’t even guess her ethnic 
background. She looked like she might be part African and part Asian. She had a 
recently emptied glass in front of her. 


“Hi! I’m Pete Laszlo. Perhaps I could get you another drink?” 


She looked up rolling her eyes, obviously getting ready to blow me off, but 
stopped short and smiled. “Hey! An unfamiliar face! I thought you would be 


another Egon. I hate to say it, but Egon Schiiller just isn’t my type. I’m Dina 
Nguyen.” 


“Poor luckless Egon.” I sat down and signaled the bar-bot to set us both up with 
martinis. 


She sniffed the drink and then sipped and smiled approval. “Kind of a retro 
cocktail, Pete Laszlo! I like it. Do you live here in Boston?” 


“Everyone just calls me Laszlo. I live in Cambridge. I run The Last Bookstore.” 

“The Last Bookstore. Books? Like paper?” 

“Quite a few of those, and vinyl discs, CDs, old format DVD, Blu-ray, Holog, 
Streamatics, etcetera, but mostly readers and reproducers of all sorts as well as 
various antiques.” 

“Wow, you are retro all over!” 

“The demand is surprising. What about you?” 

“T am a representative to the United States congress from seventeenth district in 
the great state of Gotham.” She said proudly. “Actually, I’m stepping down at the 
end of my current term to take an offer from a pretty big law firm.” 

“Really? What firm?” 
“T don’t know yet, but there will be one.” We both laughed. 


I grinned. “Gotham! The second smallest state!” 


She smirked and raised an eyebrow. “I prefer to think of it as the second 
richest.” 


“Touché! Actually, I’m quite impressed. I’ve never met a congress person 
before.” 


“Less money and more aggravation than I need. It looks better on a resume than 
as an actual job.” 


I chuckled and said, “You would think that you folks would consider changing 
the name back to New Amsterdam considering all the dykes you are building.” It 
was only mildly funny and wouldn’t have been a bit funny to someone from old 
Amsterdam. The Dutch were fighting a now losing battle against the sea for the 
very existence of their nation. New York had as of yet only had occasional 
flooding of some subway tunnels. 


She smirked, but only slightly. “Talking about that seems too much like work.” 


“You seem like a practical lady, Dina.” I saw that she was making short work of 
the martini. “Care for another?” 


Hoberman was up to something with a few of the Egons. His whole table 
vacated and he came over for a minute. “I see you didn’t need my help meeting a 
Maryanne.” 


“This is Dina. Dina, this is my associate Dan Hoberman.” 


They greeted and fist bumped. Hoberman said, “We are heading to get some 
food at Pan-Asia in Allston. You folks want to come?” 


“T think we’re doing fine right here.” Dina nodded agreement, so Hoberman 
went on his way. I returned my attention to the lady. “So, Representative Nguyen, 
do you want to do something?” 


“T think I would like to see that book store of yours.” 


“That can be arranged. I have an even more retro beverage there for you, some 
very old single malt Scotch.” This was looking quite promising. 


Hoberman and I had come in his car so I took Dina to Cambridge by cab. I told 
the taxi to take us along the river so I could show Dina some of the sights. From 
the air we had Cambridge and Boston laid out before us. I had the cab narrate the 
points of interest in its silly “Pahk yer Cah in Havahd Yahd” accent that they all 
have. Dina was amused. “Ha! The ones at home all sound like they’re from 
Brooklyn!” 


“I’m sure the tourists love it, but hardly anyone actually talks like that 
anymore.” 


We put down on the roof of my building. From the roof we could see that a 
pretty major thunderstorm was heading in so we didn’t stay to admire the 
panorama of Cambridge for too long. 


In the elevator down to the apartment Dina sidled up close. This really was 
looking very promising. 


The apartment always half fascinated, half repulsed women that visited. The 
sheer number of paper books was unusual even for a big city library, let alone a 
bachelor’s apartment. Aside from rare volumes, libraries mostly had big data stores 
and spacious reading rooms. They were mostly used by people doing extensive 
research. Except for a few in private institutions, the days of stacks of paper books 
was long over. Dina asked the question they all asked. “What’s that smell?” 


“Tt’s the books. The paper attracts and absorbs various things from the air over 
decades and centuries.” I saw no need to tell her it was mostly mold and mildew. 
“When you are in the antique business, you get used to things having a patina of 
age. It’s part of their élan.” 


She was game enough to smile at that. “‘Elan’. Got it.” She replied with only a 
slight sniff. 


In the living room I poured us each a few fingers of 50 year old scotch while she 
pondered the various curious on my shelves. “There is nothing along this black 
wall.” 


“Au contraire! There is anything along that wall. Room, Swiss lodge.” On my 
command there was a paneled wall with a fireplace and roaring fire. Above the 
mantle hung an oil painting with a hunting scene. It seemed a nice compliment to 
the rain and thunder crashing outside. 


“That’s interesting! She said with a big grin.” 

“In the late 2020s hotels were trying to make more money with smaller rooms so 
they would put these display walls in. Toward the center of the building they could 
give window views or they could be used to provide different moods or just the 
illusion of space. They fell out of use because they used a lot of power and 
required maintenance by a specialist. I got this one and two more like it for almost 
nothing and removing them from the building they were in.” 


“Wow. It’s so weirdly artificial!” 


“Check this out. Room. Titan.” They were looking out on a landscape of 
browns and oranges. A river ran nearby, a thin vapor rose from it. There were no 
plants or animals. In the hazy sky hung the planet Saturn. 


“Titan, huh? It could almost be Earth.” 
“Except that it’s a hundred and eighty below and that river is liquid ethane.” 
“Brrr. I liked the other one better.” 

“Room. Swiss lodge.” The crackling hearth returned. 

“Much better.” She said and sipped her scotch. “Oooh! That is good!” My kind 
of woman! Not many people instantly enjoyed the complex flavors of a good 
single malt. I have seen everything from a nose wrinkled in distaste to it being 
declared to taste like an old boot or worse. If I hadn’t already had a bottle opened, I 
probably would have given her the cheap stuff that is for less experienced palates. 
She leaned against me while she inhaled deeply from the glass. “So complex! It’s 
like a fresh plowed field or a mossy riverbank.” 

Within a half hour nature was starting to take its course with me and Dina ina 
most satisfactory way. If I had lived in her district I would have been very 
impressed at how hard she was willing to work to get my vote. Just when I was 
preparing to cast my ballot, there was a loud crash and Tawky bolted into the room 
with his tail fluffed up. 


“What the hell is the matter with him?” I asked no one in particular as I sat up. 


The answer followed in the form of a lovely voice from the next room. “Do I 
hear the voice of my one and only? My beloved master?” 


Dina looked up at me accusingly. “Who the Hell is that?” 
“Relax. It’s only the shop assistant.” 
“Assistant. Really?” 


“Really. She’s...eccentric.” 


There was another crash and Robot Rose lurched into the room entangled in 
cables and dragging a metal shelf. Dina jumped up from the couch and gave a short 
scream of surprise. No doubt Rose’s unconventional appearance was a bit of a 
shock to her. “Ohmygod. It’s only a robot! What happened to it?” 

“Tt looks like she knocked over a shelf and got tangled up.” 

“But its face!” 

“That’s just the way she looks.” I told Rose to stop moving so she wouldn’t drag 
the shelf across the carpet and went over to untangle the cables. Dina sat nude on 
the couch and tossed off the remainder of her scotch with large eyes. 


“My stalwart hero!” Trilled Rose libidinously. 


“Shut up. Raise your left arm.” Rose obeyed as I managed to unwind about 
thirty feet of cable from her. 


Dina came over glass in hand for a closer look once she had figured out that 
Rose wasn’t dangerous. “Jesus! It’s a sex toy!” 


“She was, but I made her into a shop assistant.” 
“Tt must give a start to your customers.” 
“They’re used to her. She is mostly in the back sorting things or shelving stuff.” 
“Why does she talk like that?” 
“Addicted to romance novels.” 
Dina raised an eyebrow at that. “You’re an unusual guy, Laszlo.” 
“You’re not the first person to say that.” 
“Who is your guest, my rugged, roguish rescuer?” 
I sighed. “Robot Rose, please meet the Honorable Dina Nguyen of the United 


States House of Representatives. Dina, this is Robot Rose. I got her at a rummage 
sale.” 


Dina smiled at rose. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 


The microscope eye scanned her up and down. “Can I find you a robe, 
Congresswoman?” 


“Congresswoman! This place is retro all over!” She laughed. “No thank you, 
Rose. I am perfectly attired for the congress in which I am engaged!” I liked this 


woman more and more. 


“Alright Rose, you are free. Now go put the shelf back and clean up.” Rose 
effortlessly lifted the sixty kilo metal shelf and marched out of the room. 


I turned back to the lovely Dina. “Where were we?” 
“You were getting me another drink!” 
We were able to pick up where we had left off quite successfully. 
Later that night we had moved to the bedroom and were asleep with Tawky 
curled up at our feet when my wall console started beeping. “Yes” I murmured and 


Hoberman’s face appeared on the screen. 


“Laszlo! Hey my friend!” He was drunk, but unfortunately wide awake. 
I was irritated. “What?” 


“Let me in, and I need you to pay for my cab. My car wouldn’t let me drive it, 
the bitch.” I wasn’t surprised by that at all. A car checks your breath when you get 
behind the wheel and will refuse to start if you are over the limit and it’s a pretty 
low limit. 


“You have a card. Pay for it yourself!” 


“Nuh-uh. I lost more than I had on me at poker to one of the Egons and he’s 
holding it ‘til I pay up. Hey are you going to let me in or what?” 


I pushed the buzzer and clicked off the cab payment. “Meet me in the kitchen.” I 
pulled on a robe and went downstairs. 


When I got down there Hoberman was already in an animated conversation with 
Robot rose. “Ya’know Rosie, in a lot of ways you are the perfect woman. All you 
do is talk about how wonderful I am!” 


“Oh, in some ways you are dark and hateful, but I can see that inside you have a 
heart as pure as gold!” 


I was too sleepy for Hoberman’s shenanigans. “Cut it out, you two. Rose, go put 
the Blue Amberols in serial number order.” That ought to keep her busy for a 
while. 


She regarded me with her one human looking eye. “You are a cruel master, but I 
can reach your soul somehow.” 


“Uh-huh. Just do it.” She stalked off to do my bidding. “Ya see what you did to 
her?” I said to Hoberman. 


“T need fifteen hundred to get my card back. I can get it back to you Monday.” 

“Cash? I don’t know if there is that much in the till. The shop doesn’t do a lot of 
cash. Why did you give him your card anyway? You had your car with you and 
you can’t drive it anyway.” 


He got a faraway look in his eyes. “Yeah. That would have been smart. You’re a 
pretty smart guy. It seemed safe enough. The card is unhackable, but I can’t get 
another unless it is actually destroyed. Half the reason those things are secure is 
that there can’t be any duplicates. He could just keep it forever until he gets the 
money.” 


Dina chose that moment to walk into the kitchen completely nude. Hoberman 
greeted her. “Hey look! It’s Maryanne Carter! Howya doing Maryanne?” 


This time she screamed considerably louder than when she first saw Rose. 
“Didn’t you hear me let Hoberman in? You ought to go put something on.” She 
dashed out of the room. 


Hoberman called after her, “Ya got nuthin’ to be ashamed of Maryanne!” 


“It’s Dina!” she called back as she ran back to the bedroom. 


“She’s the one in Congress? Damn! She got my vote!” 


“Pay attention. I’ll get the money from a kiosk and we’ll go pay the guy then 
Ill fly your car back here.” 


“Uh... I broke the start button trying to get it to start.” 
Oh. My. God. “Ok, ok. We’Il bring Rose, she can fix it.” 


Dina returned, this time clothed in her Jane Jetson outfit. “You are going 
somewhere?” 


“Yes. I’m sorry, I have to go back to the hotel to settle Hoberman’s gambling 
debt.” 


“Oh! I can go with you and get back to my room!” 


I was a little crestfallen. “You don’t want to stay for breakfast? A little morning 
love?” 


“Tt just Seems convenient.” 
I turned to Hoberman. “I could learn to hate you so easily!” 


Dina said, “I’m going to be in town a few more days. We can get together 
again. If you want to that is.” 


“T want! I want. Alright. So we’re all going. Rose! Meet us on the roof in five 
minutes! Grab a tool kit.” 


The cab let us off in front of the hotel and I sent Rose off to fix Hoberman’s 
car. I was going to kiss Dina good night but it turned out she wanted to come with. 
“It sounds like it could be interesting and you might be glad you had a Lawyer 
along.” What the hell. I wasn’t in a hurry to get rid of her. She was the best woman 
I had met in quite some time. 


“Ok Hoberman, who are we looking for?” 


“Egon Schiiller.” 


“Sure, but you know the guy’s real name, right?” 
“Um.....the game was in room two-sixteen.” 
I rolled my eyes. “That’s a start.” 


I was worried about waking people who were sleeping and also wouldn’t 
know who we were looking for. I shouldn’t have. 


The door was answered by an inebriated Egon with two half-dressed 
Maryannes hanging off of him laughing uproariously. One of them was wearing a 
Jane Jetson costume like Dina’s but not anywhere near as well tailored. “Brother 
and sister! Come on in!” He said grandly in a thick accent. I think he may have 
been the one from Venezuela I met earlier in the day, but I wasn’t sure. These guys 
all look alike to me. 

I asked Hoberman, “Is this the guy?” 

“Nuh-uh.” 


“You guys had a card game earlier this evening? My friend here owes one of 
the players some money. Do you know who that might be?” 


“John from Saska...Sasaka...Skwakawan....Sasasaka....” 
“Saskatchewan?” 


“Yes! Yes my friend! John from Sas-katch-e-wan! What a magical place it 
must be to have such a name!” 


“Uh-huh, a land of magic and fairies. Where the Hell is he?” 


The Egon looked momentarily off kilter. One of the Maryannes helped him 
keep his feet. “He went down to the bar about a half hour ago.” 


Dina leaned in to the less well put together Maryanne. “Knock-offs stick out 
like a sore thumb, hon.” She said. 


“Mee-yow! Said Hoberman.” 


“Just trying to help.” explained Dina as we headed for the elevator. 


I said to Hoberman as we reached the lobby, “What I don’t get is that you 
are nigh unbeatable at poker. Nobody can read that mug of yours.” 


“Yep, I’m good. Tonight wasn’t my lucky night though.” 


We entered the bar. The place was busy filled mostly with Maryanne Carters 
and Egon Schiillers trying to pick one another up. 


I raised my voice. “I’m looking for John from Saskatchewan! Are you here 
John?” 


An Egon stood up and saw Hoberman with us. “Hey! Do you have something 
for me, buddy?” 


Hoberman nodded and the guy came over. We grabbed a table and sat down. 
The guy looked like he could be Hoberman’s younger brother, but he was kind of 
skeevy looking. He looked at Hoberman. “You have my winnings?” 


He was about to answer when I interrupted him. “You know, my friend here is 
a very good poker player. It is odd that he should lose so badly.” 


Dina spoke close to my ear. “Look at his collar.” I looked. There was a little 
piece of jewelry that looked like an insect. 


“Interesting pin you have there, John.” I asked Hoberman, “Were there any flies 
in the room when you were playing?” 


He seemed to sober up a bit as the realization hit him. “Fly-eye! You rat- 
bastard!” Tiny flying robot cameras could be gotten cheap and everywhere, but 
their use for spying and other questionable activities like viewing the cards of 
another player during a game and transmitting the image to a contact lens display 
was a big bad no-no legally speaking. It could just plain get you killed in Vegas or 
Monte Carlo. 


Dina grinned broadly. “Golly John, being Canadian you may not realize that 
using remote spy devices to cheat at cards is highly illegal in the United States!” 


Saskatchewan John said, “It’s just a pin! You can’t prove anything. Just give 
me my money and we’|l be done.” 


I reached out and gave the fly-eye a poke. It jittered its wings and adjusted its 
stance. “On the contrary”, I said, “I think you should just give my friend back his 
bank card and go home in peace rather than end up in a US jail. This lady is a 
lawyer and knows what she is talking about. She is also a member of the House of 
Representatives and the cops will believe her.” 

Saskatchewan John was visibly weighing his options. He sighed and gave 
Hoberman his card. “It looks like you have the better hand this time, buddy.” He 
turned and walked off. 


Hoberman looked at me with a contrite half smile. “I am so sorry about this, 
man.” 


“Ah, what are friends for? Let’s get out of here. And thank you Representative 
Nguyen for your legal advice. ” 


“T’ll send you my bill. Let me walk with you to your car.” She said. 


The car was in a floor space in the garage. When we were within a few steps of 
it, Saskatchewan John and two other guys, one of them another Egon one of them 
not, stepped out from behind a concrete column. The two accomplices held stunner 
prods. “I’ve changed my mind, Danny boy. I’m going to need that money after 
all.” 


“Oh come on!” said Hoberman, “You’!l never get away with this!” He had 
sobered up quite a bit at this point. The fly-eye was buzzing around them. 


“Sure I will. We’ll just take care of this little matter and borrow your car to take 
us over the border. It will fly home to you on its own to be waiting when you get 
out of the hospital. I have to show people that I always win.” 


To Dina’s credit she didn’t scream this time. Lawyers are at home with direct 
threats. 


The stunner prod was suddenly knocked from the hands of the non-Egon 
henchman by a flying object. A wrench. The same happened with the other a 
fraction of a second later. A beautiful woman’s voice said, “A rage is building in 
my Tourbillon heart!” Robot Rose was about to hurl a third tool at Saskatchewan 


John who had just been startled by seeing her face, but Hoberman beat her by 
stepping forward and dropping him with a squarely placed, loudly crunching punch 
in the nose. 


“Nobody calls me Danny!” 


The Egon Henchman fled while the other was on his knees cradling a broken 
wrist. Saskatchewan John was on his back out cold, half his face covered in blood 
from his flattened proboscis. He was not going to look much like Egon Schiiller 
anymore, at least not until he saw a good cosmetic surgeon. 


“How did you learn to punch like that?” I asked. “You’re a techie who works 
with electronics all day.” 


“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” He said whilst massaging his 
knuckles. 


“Knowing you is and adventure, that’s for sure. We probably ought to get out of 
here before the cops get here or we’|l be here answering questions all night. If they 
have any real questions they have your license plate on the security cam. Dina, 
you should come along rather than stay in the hotel.” 


Hoberman dropped us on the roof of the bookstore and we were able to get 
back to bed before sunrise. 


Tawky wouldn’t let us sleep past noon. If Rose fed him he simply wouldn’t eat. 
I had to do it or it was no dice. 


I saw to it that Mister Tawkey Tawney had his kitty crunchies and made 
omelettes for Dina and myself. I have to say the seemed like a great woman to be 
looking across the breakfast table at. I found myself wondering if she could get a 
good partnership offer in Boston after her term was up. Even if not it was only an 
hour’s drive to Manhattan. 


The cops did call but no one had to go down to the station. There was some 
concern that Rose might have illegal modifications, but a download of her logs 
showed that her set up, while eccentric, was up to code. It was all pretty standard 
and they had picked everyone up. Hoberman didn’t press charges so they were just 


tossed out of the country. 


Dina finally had to leave, but I made certain that we would be in touch. It’s 
always good to have friends in high places. 


I saw Hoberman for lunch the next day. “So pal, what have we learned?” 
“Um, don’t drink and gamble?” 


“Don’t drink and gamble. Maybe you want to stay away from doppel 
conventions too.” 


“Tt did seem like all those guys could out drink me. You got lucky though.” 

“T wish I could say that luck had nothing to do with it, but out of a bunch of 
pretty women who looked the same she looks like the best of them. Most of ‘em 
seemed pretty run-of-the-mill. Just plain dull. Dina, I could see stuff happening 
with her.” 


“Hey, stuff did happen. I was glad she was along the other night.” 


“Yeah...not necessarily stuff quite like that.” 


Amy Camus — Everything 
Seth Kallen Deitch 
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Synopsis 


Chapter One. 
The Man From Montana 


Wealthy Montana rancher Will Hadley (C. Montague Shaw) is the 
major investor in an African diamond mine but discovers his investment 
is not making expected returns. He takes his son Christopher "Kit" Hadley (John 
Carroll) with him into the African jungle to protect his investment. There, Hadley 
discovers that the mine foreman, Dugan (Grant Withers) and his gang of thugs 
have been embezzling and using the diamonds to hire native muscle to control the 
local tribes who think that Dugan is a god because he only appears to them ina 
fright mask calling himself "Mighty Matomba". The elder Hadley discovers the ruse 
by overhearing a phone-call, but is murdered in cold blood by Dugan's assistant, 
Trask (Frank Hawks) before he can tell Kit. Kit discovers Trask while he is 
attempting to dispose of the body in a quicksand bog and finds himself in a shoot 
out. When 
Kit turns because of a sudden noise, Trask hits him with a branch knocking him into 
the quicksand. The last shot of the episode shows his ten-gallon floating on the 
surface of the bubbling bog. 


Jerry put the page down. “I don’t get it.” 

“Tt’s a synopsis of a cliffhanger serial that was never made!” 

“Only the first chapter?” 

“There will be twelve altogether. I figure it can run over a year in the BIG 
IDEA.” 

“T don’t think Beiderman will be interested.” 

“T’ll get him to print it, you watch.” 

For once, Jerry was over my place for dinner. When we dined together, it was 
usually at his place because he is the true master of chicken. He has been 
perfecting it for years and it is damn near flawless. Nonetheless, this time he was at 
my place because Klutig was on a cooking kick. 

Klutig Alshoin is my room mate. I have been telling people that she is my 
cousin who was driven from her home in the Canary Islands by a volcano. Most of 
the world who haven’t heard that story assumes she is my girlfriend. Publicly, we 
call her ‘Amy’, but I’ ll get to that in a bit. Just be patient. I will grant you that she 
is striking, but she’s not my type, and when I say ‘not my type’, I mean not my 
species. She comes from a distant possible future where humanity continued to 
evolve. She is six foot-four inches tall, has huge, owlish eyes of a striking green 
hue and a close skullcap of tightly curled auburn hair. She has a large, but finely 
formed nose. All in all, her face is suggestive of a painting by Modigliani which is 
disconcerting on a living human being rather than canvas. Her body is superbly 
athletic and yet perfectly feminine with broad hips a tight derriere and high, 
perfectly formed, if somewhat small breasts. Her skin is the color of milk 
chocolate. The proportions of her hands are noticeably odd with the fingers longer 
than is common. Her strangest feature is her feet that have only three toes each. 
The second toe is the longest and appears to be a fusion of the second and third and 
the pinkie-toe is simply absent. Sometimes I wonder how many thousands of years 
before her birth it finally went “wee-wee-wee” all the way home. There are a few 
other differences that you would notice if you were to see her nude, which you 
would if you hung around here very much. She prefers not to wear clothing when 
she is at home and it’s warm enough, although I make her get dressed when people 
come over. Other men have admired her and I wonder if my problem with not 
being attracted to her is simply that I know she isn’t exactly human. I can be pretty 
conservative sometimes. 

The other thing you need to know about Klutig is that she is the most intelligent 
being on Earth. She learned English well enough to communicate with most people 
in about three days. The whole tribe she was living with did, including babies. Did 
I mention that they were primitives? Cavemen without writing or numbers or 
science! I met her people because a misguided version of myself from the future 


accidentally propelled me to and stranded me in, a possible future some five- 
million years down the road. Are you getting all of this? When he finally was able 
to bring me back, Klutig hitched a ride. 

So here she is in the twenty-first century cooking dinner for me and my friend. 
Cooking is on of her plethora of interests. Once I taught her to read, which took a 
couple of days (only because of the irregularity of English spelling) and taught her 
to use the computer which took a bit less she just inhaled our civilization! Our 
history, our art, our science, our pop-culture, everything. As of that particular 
night, she had been with me for about eight months and she has tried her hand at 
hundreds of things, excelling at most of them. It soon became apparent that 
keeping her completely under wraps was out of the question. Early in her stay with 
me she discovered my old records of the great Peruvian singer with the eight 
octave range, Yma Sumac whose voice she could duplicate perfectly. She was a 
gifted mimic and came equipped with a voice-box that could make many sounds 
that an ordinary human never could. She could mimic any voice male or female. 
I’m pretty sure that she could also sing just like Pavarotti or Bob Dylan if she had a 
mind to. I started to call her Amy Camus in honor of the old urban legend about 
Yma Sumac and it was a much easier name to get along with in our society than 
Klutig Alshoin which couldn’t be remotely linked with any ethnicity that she could 
realistically be said to resemble. She started to occasionally perform music in little 
clubs under that name and that is how she came to be known. She developed other 
interests including, but not restricted to, painting (interesting and intricate, but not 
to my taste), Basketball (incredible!), fashion design (stuff only insane people 
would wear), dance (You would think she was too big to be graceful, but you 
would be wrong), gardening (She grew most of our vegetables at a rather 
accelerated rate of speed in a plot beside the building and a number of window 
boxes) and of course cooking. Almost incidentally, she had learned read, write and 
speak about twenty languages fluently. There is this British guy, Daniel Tammet, 
who is supposed to have the world’s most amazing mind that learned to speak 
Icelandic pretty well in a week. Klutig took on French, Chinese, Malay and 
Russian at the same time in that time and spoke them indistinguishably from a 
native. 

She had made a habit of haunting the spice departments of Chinese, Indian, 
Greek, Korean, Vietnamese and every other kind of specialty grocery in the area. 
She gets the good stuff because she speaks the language. The sort of stuff she 
would do with a simple piece of fish was astonishing! Sometimes the flavors were 
clean and simple, sometimes complex and subtle, often peculiar but never off- 
putting. If she were to open a restaurant, I’m sure it would be successful, at least 
with critics. 


She had also started to model for Randall Whitney, a painter acquaintance of 
mine who had become obsessed with painting her nude in increasingly 
pornographic postures. Their relationship was a strange one. He thought she was 
his lover, she treated him like he was her pet. She clearly had affection for him, but 
not exactly respect. Privately she would tell me that his canvases were childish and 
would make references to his “cute little penis.” I only hoped that she didn’t 
actually use that phrase around him. I don’t want you to think she was naive at all. 
When she says something like that, she perfectly understands the male ego and it 
entertains her to tweak it a bit. In that way she is like any other woman. She 
understands our culture perfectly and plays it like an angel plays a harp. After her 
first month here, it was me that was asking her the questions. I really wondered 
why she would even let a twenty-first century man touch her, it must be like 
making love to an ape and I say that as one of the apes! 

Anyway, that night she had insisted on making chicken for Jerry and I. That was 
fine with me because I knew it would be better than merely good. Indeed, 
afterward Jerry said “Miss Amy, I bow before the new mistress of the bird!” 

“T’m glad you like it, you didn’t think the spices were too...busy?” 

The truth was that I think Klutig has a more refined sense of taste and some of 
the things she does in her dishes are simply too subtle for we mere humans to 
detect. Me, I just pour lots of hot-sauce on everything. “No! Perfect!” 

“Well, there’s more if you want it.” 

Both I and Jerry went for seconds. 

Bunny called from the other room, “Hey Jake!” He actually meant Klutig who 
had completely taken over his care, but he only knew one name. Bunny was a buju, 
which is an intelligent being from another world, except he wasn’t really all that 
intelligent and the other world was an alternate Earth. He had been raised here 
where the atmosphere was all wrong and he was malnourished by our foods, the 
ones he wasn’t allergic to. He had been unhappy and slowly dying. Klutig had 
made an intense study of general biology and also hacked into the Air Force files 
on the world he came from. The Air Force had been running their own little private 
war with their world until I accidentally broke the story wide open. Anyway, 
Klutig had figured out a good diet for him and he was much healthier now. I think 
he might even be a little smarter. “Jake!” He called, “Come play” 

Klutig looked at me and asked, “Would you mind doing the dishes?” 

“Not a bit. “ I said around a mouth full of chicken. “Just as soon as I’m done.” 

Once she had left the room, Jerry said to me, “Man, that cousin of yours is 
something else!” He was well aware of Klutig’s true origin, in fact he was the only 
one besides me who knew the whole story, but we had both gotten into the habit of 
referring to her as my ‘cousin.’ 


“Yeah. You know that she might get bored with cooking at any time and move 
on to something else. As impressive as her brain is, there are only so many hours in 
a day.” 

“Oh sure, it’s cooking today, brain surgery tomorrow. Ha! That reminds me.” 

“Of what?” 

“The other night, I had a dream about Jelly Roll Morton!” 

“Mister Jelly!” 

“The same. Anyway, I was sitting in a park reading a newspaper and the paper 
had all kinds of weird stories in it like one about a boy who turned into a bird and a 
giant robot becoming president of Bolivia. A guy sat down next to me on the bench 
and said ‘Life has some pretty strange mysteries! I’ve seen some stuff myself!’ 

“T turned and saw that it was Morton and was instantly skeptical. You know 
why.” 

I certainly did. Jerry and I had a truism about the famous pianist that we used 
as a rule of thumb. It was more mystical than scientific. “Because anything that 
Morton says is automatically a lie and anything said about Morton is automatically 
the truth.” 

“Right. So I knew that if he said he had seen some stuff, it was perfectly logical 
for me to assume that he hadn’t seen anything of interest. Nonetheless, he 
described having played before the king of The Netherlands and his tickling of the 
ivories had conjured a ghost during the performance. I think that during Morton’s 
entire life, The Netherlands had a queen, but no king and frankly, I doubt he had 
ever been there. Maybe someone sent him a postcard from Amsterdam once, but 
Ill bet that’s as close as he got. So I said ‘I don’t think that’s right, Jelly!’ 

“Well, he grinned at me and he says, ‘Someone once told that story, anyway.’ 

“So I was confused. ‘Someone said that about you...but you said it too. So is it 
the truth or a lie?’ 

“He says, ‘You’re gonna need a Chinese brain surgeon to untangle that one!’ 
And he just started laughing. My head was all messed up and everything started to 
fade away. Then I woke up.” 

“Wow!” I said. “I never meet anyone interesting in my dreams. I only dream 
about sex, work and money.” 

After the dishes were done, Jerry and I came out into the living room to find 
Klutig holding Bunny over her head, zooming him through the air and making a 
very accurate sound effect of a World War I fighter plane. Bunny was squealing 
“Wheeeeeee!” 

Even in good health, bunny was a disconcerting sight. He didn’t really have a 
head, just a bump with two branches sticking out of it and what looks like an anus 
where you might think his face belonged. He had two oval feet on shortish legs and 
two arm-like bracts each of which ended in a parrot beak surrounded by a bunch of 


squirmy tentacles. Between the walking legs was a mouth that resembled a large 
toothed vagina and right behind it was a pulpy brown baggy mass. His appearance 
took some getting used to. One does not get used to his odor, an equal mix of 
floral/fecal/chemical. It isn’t horrible, but it just never fades into the background, 
it’s always right there up front assaulting your nose with its strangeness. 

Klutig had been teaching him to dance, sing and do tricks. It turned out that 
even though he could only use a limited vocabulary in communication, he could 
remember and sing whole songs. He had sort of a weird, buzzy voice, but perfect 
diction. Jerry thought that I should work up an act with him, but I had a pretty good 
idea what the government would think if it became well known that I still had him. 
I’m sure they think he must have died by now and that is what I want them to 
think. My being able to produce him as proof of my wild stories annoyed them 
greatly. 

Jerry and I were enjoying a post-dinner glass of cheap Australian wine and 
listening to a nice new collection of Bob Wills sides when my cell phone buzzed. 
Dave Beiderman, the feature editor at the Boston BIG IDEA was on the other end. 
I hate editors and I was constantly getting into pointless hassles with them, Dave in 
particular. He just rubbed me the wrong way. The only reason I continued to do 
work for the BIG IDEA was that they paid decent money for a free magazine and I 
had inside info that Dave would figure in my long term success or at least in my 
long term avoidance of failure. “Jake! What’s the good word?” 

“Hey Dave, to what do I owe the pleasure?” 

“An extra few inches of space opened up and I was hoping you might have 
something to fill it.” 

Okay, time to shmooze Dave. “Lemme think. I’ve had this idea for a kind of a 
pastiche of old cliffhanger movie serials called Jungle Ranch. It would hit all of 
basic points that made those serials so weird and goofy. It’Il be a riot.” 

I swear to you, I could almost hear Dave’s eyes rolling over the phone. “Jake, 
you are a half decent writer. I just don’t see why you keep pitching me this stuff 
that no one but a few fan-boys...” 

“Aficionados.” 

“Yeah, whatever. ...‘aficionados’ give a damn about. You keep telling me that 
you are going to write up that rat story in your own words. It would be great if you 
could get around to that before it gets too stale. We heard it from the news media, 
but from you we would get the real flavor!” 

The truth is that I had been avoiding writing about the rats. I still have the 
occasional nightmare about them. It was so much easier to just write another 
fannish pastiche than to pull something from my actual experience. I would rather 
attempt to channel Edgar Rice Burroughs or H.P. Lovecraft or Johnston McCulley 
than my own personal experience. Maybe it’s an attempt to keep myself at a 


distance from my own life which becomes increasingly peculiar. I glanced into the 
other room where the super-intelligent cave-woman from the future was racing 
through pages on the Internet with a small monster from another dimension curled 
up on the desk next to the keyboard. Perhaps it was time to write about my own 
life. “I’ll tell ya what, Dave. I’ll write up the rat story if you’ll agree to run at least 
the first few installments of Jungle Ranch and let the readers be the judge.” 

“Come on, Jake.” 

“Look, you want a story that I don’t want to write. I want to write a story that 
you don’t want to run. We can compromise by doing neither or by doing both. One 
way both of us are happy the other neither of us are happy. You decide.” 

There was about thirty seconds of silence at the other end. “I’ll only pay for 
the jungle thing if we get a lot of positive feedback.” 

“You’ll only pay if you get letters?” Scumbag! “Yeah, o.k. That seems fair 
enough.” If this were Nazi freaking Germany! “T’Il start work on both. See ya.” 

Jerry was shaking his head. “Did you just agree to write for Beiderman for no 
money?” 

“T agreed to take a fee only if the public responds to it.” 

“Dipshit. He gets people to write for free all the time with some fake promise 
or another.” 

“Hey! I want to get that story out there! He only agreed to that much if I wrote 
something about the rats at Crandall.” 

Jerry shuddered. “That whole business still gives me the shivers.” 

“You and me both, pal.” 

From the other room Klutig called, “You’ll get that positive feed back. I wrote 
some software that can author a thousand unique emails. A million if you want!” 

“BIG IDEA doesn’t print a million copies or even fifty-thousand. If you could 
do twenty or forty emails that would be plenty.” 
“The day it hits the street.” She called back. 

Jerry looked strange for a second. “Why do you think she wrote that 
software?” 

Uh-oh. I called into the next room. “Klutig, are you a spammer?” There was 
no answer. “Amy Camus, I’m talking to you!” 

“T want to influence the debate regarding the presidential election. Nobody is 
asking the right questions! I’m planting ideas on every newsgroup and bulletin 
board that talks about it. It would take too much of my time to write them all 
myself, so I wrote an AI to do it.” 

“That doesn’t seem strictly fair.” 

“The politicians make up things to fool the people all of the time. They often 
have a staff of hundreds of people to do these same kinds of things. The AI is my 
staff. I’m just fooling the politicians into thinking the people are more clear- 


thinking than they really are.” Klutig didn’t come into my world a blank slate. 
Because her species ages at a different rate than ours, she appears young, but in 
fact she lived forty-eight years in the culture of her own people. While not literate, 
those people had established traditions and morals and those morals were not an 
exact match for those generally accepted by twenty-first century civilization. 
Klutig strongly believes that a competent individual is required to seize power 
when it is in the hands of the incompetent. Here in my world, that’s all she sees. I 
constantly point out to her that we prefer to muddle through on our own and 
interference by a super-mind from the future would not be well received. Of 
course, she points out that she is now just as much a part of our time as I am and is 
duty bound to assert herself in building a better world. The thing about Klutig is 
that she always wins arguments. 

“Well, if you could just try not to take over the world that would be great.” 

“Feh! Who needs the tsuris? Running this civilization would be like herding 
cats!” This line delivered in the voice of an old Jewish woman. She delighted in 
dialect. During this entire conversation, Klutig continued to type rapidly without 
stopping. Sometimes I have gone and looked over her shoulder when she works at 
the computer and it’s just confusing. She usually has a number of active windows 
and she switches back and forth very quickly working on several seemingly 
unrelated things at once. I obtained a computer for her to have for her own only a 
month after she got here because I couldn’t get her off of mine when I needed to 
write. It was a used one from E-Bay that I got for around a hundred bucks and she 
proceeded to make modifications to it by adding new boards, a huge amount of 
memory and various extensions to it. I’m sure that she had the knowledge to make 
a faster processor but not the equipment or she would have. As it is she wrote 
original software for the whole system including major modifications to the 
operating system. It was originally some variety of Linux but now it looked like 
something completely different. I don’t know how to do anything with her 
machine. It has a screensaver that is designed to entertain Bunny when she is away 
that has interactive dancing and singing bujus that teach him new songs. One of 
them occasionally shows up dressed as BooJoo the Happy Bunny which gives me 
the creeps bigtime. 

Klutig logged off her computer, scooped up Bunny and came back into the 
living room. She placed him in a large flowerpot of soil and said to him. “Now you 
sit there and absorb some nice minerals!” 

“MIN-rals!” Sang Bunny. 

“Join us in some wine, Amy?” Asked Jerry. 

“Sorry, I can’t. Randall wants me to come down to the gallery where he is 
showing. His opening is tonight, you guys ought to come!” 


Randall is the painter that I mentioned before. I really didn’t want to go. His 
canvases make me a little uncomfortable. I’m no prude. The nudity doesn’t bother 
me on its own but the poses are over the top, more exploitative than beautiful. I 
am well aware that if anyone is being exploited in that relationship, that person is 
Randall, not Klutig, but I still don’t like the paintings and I like the people his 
shows attract less. It’s mostly these pale, somewhat sweaty guys with shifty looks. 
They look like men with unclean secrets. He makes a good living on the stuff, 
though. He had a few devoted and well heeled collectors of his work. 

“T don’t think so.” I said. 

“Suit yourself.” She disappeared into her bedroom for only a few minutes and 
emerged wearing a long red wig, a short, tight black cocktail dress that exposed 
about a mile of legs and a pair of heels that made her head almost touch the ceiling. 
“How do I look?” She asked. 

“Nice.” I said. It wasn’t one hundred percent sincere. Whenever she got done 
up, she always showed the best of taste, but she still somehow looked a bit like a 
drag queen. I’m sure that her height had something to do with that, but it was also 
the rather chiseled structure of her face. 

“Hot stuff!” Said Jerry. 

“Thanks! Gotta run!” and she dashed out the door. 

Jerry asked “Do you know all the things she gets up to?” 

“Not even half and I’m sure that a lot of it I wouldn’t understand or would 
frighten me. Probably both. I just found out last week that she has been investing.” 
The fact is I had fallen into considerable debt with one of my credit cards and was 
getting increasingly threatening letters from the company. Klutig just wrote me a 
check for the five grand I needed to pay it off without batting an eye. She said that 
she had been day trading, and very successfully at that. She won’t tell me how 
much money she has put away, but I’m pretty sure it’s plenty. 

“So that’s how she pays for all the ‘hobbies’.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Are you getting rent from her?” 

“Nah, but she is pretty careful not to cost me anything and she has taken such 
good care of Bunny.” 

I didn’t see Klutig again until after I got home from work the next day. She 
arrived a little bit after me wearing the same clothes she went to the gallery in. She 
did this a lot, but it didn’t seem to have an effect on her health. She never took 
drugs and alcohol didn’t make her drunk. She could go for long periods of no sleep 
without ill effect. I think she made it up by sleeping round the clock once ina 
while. 

“Hey there. Spend the night at Randall’s?” 

“No. I left the opening a little early, I had something to do in New York.” 


“New York? How did you get there?” 

“T flew, silly!” 

“You got a flight that night without notice?” 

“T went down with Todd Braxton.” 

“Who the heck is Todd Braxton?” 

“He’s the executive vice president in charge of product development of the 
Dynomex corporation. We took the corporate jet.” 

“Of course you did.” I have had similar conversations with Klutig a number of 
times. “How do you know this guy?” 

“He buys a lot of Randall’s work. He wanted to meet me.” 

“You mean he wanted to fuck you.” 

“You always make it sound so nasty, like wanting to just fuck someone is the 
worst thing in the world.” 

“No, it’s not the worst thing in the world.” We have had this conversation 
before too. “I’m aware that you are in complete control of most situations you get 
yourself into; it just annoys me that these guys think they are somehow putting one 
over on you.” 

“But they’re not. I only have sex when I want to.” 

“But they think they are. Randall only paints you so he can sleep with you and 
show off all the perverted poses you’ll let him paint you in! This Braxton character 
only flew you to New York to screw you. I suppose he has a ‘cute little penis’ too.” 

“Neither as small nor as cute as Randall’s. Just so you know, by the way, J am 
the one who decides how I want to pose.” 

“Jeeze!” I wondered why she wanted display herself that way. It just seemed 
peculiar. Maybe I just didn’t understand her as well as I thought I did. 

“Todd had something I wanted, I had something Todd wanted.” 

I was starting to realize that it was more than just sex. She explained things to 
me as if I was a three year old and I sensed that she was also omitting the ‘adult 
stuff’ as if I were three also. Except in this case, the sex was the part I would 
understand. “So what was going on in New York?” 

“Dynomex is interested in a process I’ve come up with.” 

““Process’ what kind of process?” 

“T better not tell you. I signed a nondisclosure agreement and you can’t keep 
your mouth shut.” 

I had an odd thought. Had she gotten involved with Randall just to meet this 
Todd Braxton character? That might explain why she wanted to get Randall to 
make a particular kind of painting because she somehow had found out about 
Braxton’s tastes. Perhaps nobody’s putting anything over on her, probably exactly 
the opposite. That would just be too weird. I’ve said the following to her a 
thousand times. “Whatever.” 


She went to her room and pulled off her clothing and came back to cook dinner 
in the nude. I noticed that she had painted her toenails with red polish that just 
served to emphasize the weirdness of her feet. She made something with nuts and 
tofu and a sauce that was indescribable. I went for seconds. I had put on ten pounds 
since she got on the cooking kick. 

In the other room, Bunny just hopped out of his pot and started tap-dancing. He 
was actually quite good, but the soft pads of his feet made only muffled taps. As he 
danced, he sang in his odd buzzy voice. 


Wait till the sun shines Nellie 
and the clouds go drifting by 
we will be happy Nellie 
don't you cry 


Down lover's lane we'll wander 
sweetheart you and I 
wait till the sun shines Nellie 
by and by 


Oy vey...I wonder what it would be like to just have a cat. 


On Saturday morning Jerry was topping off my coffee when I decided to spill 
my guts. “I do not know what the hell Klutig has been up to, but I know I don’t 
like it. She is involved in some deal with corporate suits and the whole thing 
smells.” Wow, she was smart not to tell me everything, I was singing like a canary! 

“Corporate types, eh? That is hardly ever a good sign.” 

“You ain’t kidding. She’s sleeping with this guy too.” 

“And Randall and the others? Hey, Amy’s kind of a slut. People keep asking 
me why you’re not hitting that.” Others? 

“*Hitting that?’ Since when do you talk like that? I like her, but she’s 
not...human.” 

“Not human? Since when are you so racist?” 

“T just don’t find her that attractive.” 

“Tt’s not like you exactly have your pick of the hottest dames. Besides, I think 
she is actually quite striking. Pretty hot stuff, in fact.” 

“All right! It’s really because I am painfully aware that we are not equal. 
Everyone else just thinks that she is a tall, odd, but not unpleasant looking woman. 
I know that she is different from the rest of us in fundamental ways. I know that her 
making love with me would be bestiality.” 

“Bestiality!? You really are racist!” 


“Tt’s me that’s the animal, stupid!” 

“So...you just have low self esteem?” 

“T dunno what I have. Look, back to the subject, o.k.? All I know is that she 
has developed some ‘process’ that the Dynomex corporation is buying from her. I 
don’t know what it is and there is a very real possibility that she is pulling some 
sort of double-cross on them. I just wish I knew what she had in mind.” 

“You could just ask nicely.” 

“T could, but she has good reason to believe that I might blab or try to 
interfere. She has me all figured out and I doubt I could change her mind. I’m too 
dumb to win an argument with her.” 

I just happened to look out of Jerry’s window when a limousine with tinted 
windows pulled up in front of the building. “Hey, check this out.” 

Jerry looked just as Klutig, wearing a smart business suit came out and got in. 
“Things that make you go ‘hmmmmm?’.” He said. 

Over the next weeks, Klutig came and went with the corporate types but was 
usually home for dinner. She also took on a few singing gigs that were very well 
received. It seemed certain that she was going to be signed by a major label sooner 
or later because her following both in town and on the Internet was growing. She 
still posed for Randall, but he was starting to look at her strangely. I think that he 
was figuring out that he was really a lot dumber than her and she was totally 
manipulating him. In the paintings, she had started to take on demonic 
characteristics. 

In one week, things suddenly got crazy. Randall was found in his apartment 
having overdosed on something, the doctors weren’t sure what and he was in a 
coma. He woke up in two days unable to remember anything more recent six 
months ago. The day Randall woke up, I heard on the radio that Todd Braxton had 
committed suicide. Klutig was shocked, or at least acted shocked when I told her. 
She dressed in a suit and went to New York city where she said she was going to 
be for a week. It was just by chance that three days later I saw on the MSNBC 
website that Dynomex Corporation had installed a new VP of product development 
named Amy Camus! 

I heaved a deep sigh and called my office to say I had to be out for a few days. 
Then I called Jerry and told him what had happened and that I was going to New 
York to see Klutig. “I’m going with you!” he said unexpectedly. 

“What?” 

“T want to go. She is going to have all kinds of expense accounts and we’|l get 
a taste of the good life! It’ll be an adventure! She’s my friend too, you know.” 

I couldn’t believe this. “If you come, I don’t want to hear a goddamn word 
about anything I might have ‘gotten you into’, get it? This is your idea.” 


We went down on the Amtrak the next morning. I called Dynomex from Penn 
Station and got Klutig’s assistant. “Miss Camus has been expecting your call. She 
will be more than happy to see you.” Of course she was. 

Dynomex was located in a shiny new skyscraper a block north of Wall Street 
just spitting distance from where the World Trade Center once stood. Shortly after 
we identified ourselves, Jerry and I were met at the desk by a short brisk young 
woman with a fancy tablet computer and a wireless headset through which she was 
apparently conversing at intervals with a number of different people. She told us 
her name was Katie and that we should let her know if we need anything at all. She 
handed me a card with her internal direct dial code on it. She led us to an elevator 
that took us to the 48" floor and from there across to waiting area of a large corner 
office where she handed us off to a drop-dead gorgeous receptionist. Jerry was 
frozen in place for a moment when he saw her until I tapped him on the shoulder. 
She led us right into the office. I found out later that this gal had once represented 
Israel in the Miss Universe pageant. 

It was a sleek, modern room. There were large display screens on the walls and a 
desk that was simply a glass slab on legs that apparently had a keyboard and 
computer monitor built into it. There were also several comfortable looking chairs 
in various places. Klutig stood by the floor to ceiling window with her arms folded. 
She was wearing a tailored suit that exactly matched the color of her eyes and the 
long red wig that she had been wearing the night she met Braxton, the suicide 
whose job she now held. She looked every inch the power broker, but she was 
obviously glad to see us. “I’m so happy you came!” she said brightly. 

We both gave her a hug but I stepped back still highly confused. “Klutig, what 
is all this?” 

“This is what I need to fix things.” 

Uh-oh. “What do mean by that?” 

“Jake, you’re a smart person; you know that the world is broken.” 

“T haven’t felt very smart lately. Are you saying that you think you can ‘fix’ the 
world?” 

“As I’m sure you can imagine it is very hard for a person like me to resist 
trying. That’s why I’m here; I needed the resources of a powerful corporation. I 
want to show you guys something.” She touched a button on her desk. “Devora, 
alert Katie. I’m taking my guests down to seven.” 

The brisk young woman returned and walked a few paces ahead of us while 
constantly speaking into her headset. Jerry looked longingly back at the 
receptionist. “Devora!” He murmured. 

Efficient Katie had secured the elevator for us and we were soon in a large 
room on the seventh floor. It was filled with massive, industrial looking equipment. 
There were several large super-computers standing around with a number of work 


stations at which various technicians labored. Klutig bent to speak into Katie’s ear. 
She had to bend rather far because Katie only stood about five feet tall. Katie 
called out in a high clear voice, “Can we clear the room please? Miss Camus needs 
this room at the moment.” Everyone walked out of the room followed by Katie 
who was nattering on her headset as she closed the door behind her. 

“That’s quite a girl you got there.” I said. 

“She drinks too much coffee. I keep her on call 24/7 and I never seem to catch 
her sleeping.” She pointed at something that looked like a giant piston mounted on 
gimbals with a platform on top of it. “This is what I wanted to show you.” 

“What is it?” asked Jerry. 

Suddenly, I felt cold inside. I recognized what it was. “This allows us to see 
time from a different angle.” Said Klutig. 

“No!” I almost shouted. “Klutig, I can’t believe you are messing with this 
stuff!” 

“Jake, some things need to be fixed. I only hold ten percent of the stock in 
Dynomex, but I bought out and completely liquidated the assets of Lurex, who had 
this under development. I wanted to make it disappear. Your people should not be 
playing around in the time stream.” 

“Then why did you build it?” I was starting to suspect that Klutig might be a 
little crazy. Before my eyes she had become rich and powerful and now had 
control of this infernal contraption. She was like a James Bond villain. 

“What the hell is it? What have you gotten me into now?” Asked Jerry. 

“Hey! What did I tell you about that? You’re here of your own free will.” I 
stopped to take a deep breath. “It’s like the thing that brought her here, that brought 
me to her time. It’s incredibly dangerous!” 

Klutig chuckled. “Don’t be so dramatic, Jake. You sound like you have no 
reason to trust me. Even the engineers who assembled this don’t know what it’s 
for. They believe that it is a device for controlling the position of communication 
satellites. It actually functions as that, but all of its systems are software adaptable 
to allow it move into higher dimensions.” 

I was shaking my head. “No, no, no...this is no good 

Klutig stepped close to me and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t be afraid, 
Jake. I know that I shouldn’t try to alter the world even though the temptation is so 
strong. It’s better that I try to find my way home.” 

“What? That’s what this is for? How can you possibly be accurate enough? 
You could be off by thousands of years!” As I was speaking she rapidly stripped 
naked throwing her clothing and jewelry into a pile next to the machine. “And why 
are you naked?” 

She smiled at me. “Wonderful idiot.” It was a term of endearment. “I don’t 
want to take any of that back with me. I have pinpointed the exact moment in 
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timeline that I left. The computer knows how to place me there. The software will 
purge as soon as it’s done so no one will ever know what this was really for.” 
“So, you’re just going to go? Just like that?” 
“Your life will be so much simpler without me around.” 
“Maybe so, but I’ll miss you terribly.” 

We hugged again and she patted me on the back in a “good dog” sort of way. 
To my surprise, she kissed Jerry full on the lips. I watched numbly as she rapidly 
tapped keys at a work station, obviously doing several unrelated things at once. 
Then she stepped onto the platform when it lowered to the floor. The platform rose 
as she waived and smiled then abruptly twisted away into some unseeable 
direction. A couple of seconds later it reappeared minus Klutig. 

Jerry said, “Wow, there goes the best sex I ever had!” 

I turned to him. “My God! Am I the only one who never slept with her?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Jeeze. Um, we ought to get out of here before people start asking questions.” I 
picked up a phone and dialed Katie’s extension. 

That girl Katie is a wonder! Whoever gets her next as an executive assistant 
will go far. Although she hadn’t known ahead of time about Klutig’s departure, she 
had gotten a last minute email from her to put certain plans in action. When she 
arrived at the room a whole thirty seconds after I had called, she had an envelope 
for both Jerry and me. Mine contained five-hundred dollars in cash, a plane ticket 
back to Boston and a letter. 


Dear Jake, 
I will always remember you and think often of how you took me 
into your home and treated me like a sister. 
You live in an amazing world, but if I had stayed there I would have inevitably 
changed it in ways that your people might not have seen as 
for the better. Strange as it seems, learning to cross the ages was the 
easier course to take. 
There are a number of ways to fix everything, but this was the one that made the 
most sense. 
Do not fear that I return to my people bearing dangerous knowledge. 
I think knowing the world must be earned. I will teach my people to write 
and nothing more. Maybe a little more, but for the most part my people 
will have to make the great discoveries the same way yours did. 
Don’t worry about my world so much as your own. It is a difficult 
place and rationality is not highly valued in it. I realize that it is not my 
job to change the rules of your age and indeed if I did, my own might 
never come to be. 
There will be a legacy of me in your life. From time to time things will surface 
that will be of great use to you and none of them will harm you. 
Katie has made reservations for you at the Plaza and you 


have a ticket home. Don’t stay in New York and don’t worry 
about being asked a lot of questions. I have covered my tracks well. 
I suppose that you must have questions about Randall and 
Todd Braxton. Randall had become desperately unhappy. He 
found that he felt emasculated in our relationship and the more I tried to 
help him the more unhappy he became. In the end, it just seemed better 
for him to forget me completely. Todd was another matter. He was 
aggressive and amoral. I needed him to introduce me to people at 
Dynomex, but he was too dangerous to actually have around after I had 
taken his job. I convinced him that his continued existence was a 
detriment to humanity. He shot himself of his own free will. 
Please take good care of Bunny and tell him that I will miss him 
very much. Unlike me, he can make a happy life in a new world if 
someone just loves him enough. 
Goodbye, my dear friend. I will love you always. 


-Klutig Alshoin 
“Amy Camus” 


I was actually misting up. I really had come to love Klutig. 

Braxton shot himself of his own free will? Was Klutig really that persuasive? 
Maybe. I saw that Jerry was similarly moved by his letter. Katie interrupted our 
respective musings. “Gentlemen, there is a car downstairs waiting to take you to 
the Plaza. If you have any important questions over the next day or so, feel free to 
call me but my employment with Miss Camus is at an end and I will be reassigned 
soon.” With that she whisked us down an elevator and into a waiting limousine. 

That evening, I sat in the hotel bar drinking Laphroaig alone. Jerry had called 
Katie to see if she could set him up with Devora, the hot receptionist but somehow 
ended up going out with Katie herself instead. I saw them briefly before they went 
off somewhere. She looked really different without the office clothes and headset. 
She was cute and perky with a really nice figure and pretty good legs for such a 
short girl. 

I just wondered what Klutig Alshoin would bring back to her people. What parts 
of our civilization would she deem worthy of revival five million years after our 
passing? 

When I got home the next day I had an email from Dave Beiderman. Apparently 
there had been more than fifty emails and letters from people who really wanted to 
see what happened next in Jungle Ranch! 


Chapter two. 
The Suffocating Sand 


The camera pans away from the floating hat to show a hatless 
Kit pulling himself free of the quicksand ona vine. By the time he is 
free, there is no sign of Trask. Resignedly he returns his father's body 
to the mining camp on the back of his horse. Trask has, of course, 
vanished and Dugan pretends concern over the elder Hadley's death. 

Kit fires most of the staff, but keeps Dugan on while resolving to 
build a ranch around the diamond mine while he figures out how to 
make it pay off. He brings in a few hands from Montana, fondly known 
at home as "The Range Buddies" and they are Kit's best friends, Curley 
(Herman Brix), Johnny (Johnny Mack Brown) and Texas Bill (Sammy 
Baugh). As well, he invites wise but crusty trail cook, Pete who is never 
seen without his large wooden spoon (Richard Alexander). Their mission 
is to turn the land into a working ranch using native cattle and training 
native tribesmen to be cowboys. 

Johnny, while teaching two natives to rope, is knocked from his horse 
into a river which carries him away at lightning speed. Shortly after 
the river has carried him out of sight of his companions, a dark figure 
swings over the river ona vine and ties it to his belt. Next thing he 
knows he is being lifted from the current into a tree where he find 
himself face to face with a gorilla (Charles Gemora) who is accompanied 
by a beautiful girl in a leopard skin, Chima (Priscilla Lawson). She is an 
innocent child of the forest. The Gorilla has a small leather pouch 
around his neck along with a wooden name-tag that says “Poggo". He is 
her devoted companion. When she finds out who he is and where he 
comes from , she tells him about a "bad white man" who wants to make 
trouble for them camped farther down the river. It doesn't take much 
for Johnny to figure out that she is talking about Trask. She leaves 
Johnny on the bank of the river and she and Poggo vanish into the 
jungle just as the two native cowboys and Kit burst out of the bushes 
happy to see Johnny all right. They assume he must have hit his head 


when he tells them about the beautiful jungle girl. In spite of their 
disbelief , Kit decides to check downriver for Trask's camp, just 
incase. He discovers a native village with many people carrying heavy 
loads back and forth while Trask sits ina carved native chief's stool 
flanked by spear carrying warriors and wearing a diamond studded 
crown. He backs away and returns with Curley, Johnny and Texas Bill 
with the intention of apprehending Trask and turning him over to the 
French Colonial authorities. Their plans are foiled, however when 
stealthy warriors sneak up behind them and hit them on the head. They 
awaken to find themselves tied to logs on which they will be set afloat 
on the river after enduring some gloating from Trask. 

As they drift off with the current they struggle with their bonds 
while keeping an eye for crocodiles until they come around a bend to 
see the waterfall ahead. The last shot shows the logs going over the 
falls, which are many hundred feet high. 


Jerry put down the manuscript. “I still don’t get it.” He said. 
“Yeah, well you just aren’t going to ‘get’ everything in this life.” 


Throwback 


I was sick of it. Working my heart out with no payoff. Science Fiction just isn’t 
what it used to be. Well, everybody knows that, but I was dumb enough to make it 
the theme of my entire oeuvre. Here I was in the twenty-first century writing 
stories like they did in the forties. Bright futures, great inventions, the conquest of 
space, humanity triumphant! Maybe a pinch of interesting social engineering. Yes, 
there is conflict, but my protagonists were on the right side of it. And I was good. I 
knew how to write. I could keep a story going. My language wasn’t stilted or 
unnatural and it was entertaining. My characters were sharp and witty. 


I was not a great success. When someone even bothered to review a story of 
mine it was always something like: “Brian Larson again brings us a nostalgic 
novelty featuring a ray-gun toting space hero inhabiting a world of Martians and 
crazy gadgets. I suppose we need a bit of fluff to clear the palate once in a while.” 
They just didn’t seem to get what made classic SF great. 


I was held in a bit of disdain by many of my peers in the field as well. I have to 
admit that some of that is my fault. I never read them. Their stories were just too 
goddamned depressing. Angsty people living in failed societies, aliens that are no 
better than us and not a bug-eyed monster in the lot. Their stuff had no appeal to 
me and unfortunately they knew it. I read Hal Clement, Robert Heinlein, Isaac 
Asimov, Arthur C. Clarke, Eric Frank Russell, Cordwainer Smith, Alfred Bester. If 
I am in a crazy modernistic mood I may indulge myself with some Larry Niven! 
They called me “throwback”, referred to my work with adjectives like “cute”, 
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“naive”, “amusing” or “pulpish”. That last was fair enough I suppose. 


I did have my fans and I suppose it should be no surprise that they were mostly 
lovers of old pulp magazines. The truth be told, as my penetration into mainstream 
SF remained minimal, I was more and more being relegated to the pages of pulp 
“fanzines”. There is no shame in that. The acceptance by that community is 
something I treasured, but my rejection by the mainstream still stung and I kept 
trying to break through. 


The final straw came on a September day in two thousand and sixteen. Danny 
Blum, the editor of Dark Tomorrow was looking at my manuscript as if I had 
placed a turd on his desk. “I don’t know, Brian. I already published a story by you 
this year. There is only so much room for trips down memory lane.” 


a”) 
I 


Oh, come on Danny! This is an original story, not some rehashed stock plot 


“Yes, it’s original, but look at your characters. They aren’t deep, they have no 
doubts and they are just so fucking good! Your lead character is untroubled by lack 
of confidence, always smarter than the, what are they, plant men from Callisto? 

He gets the girl in the end ferchristsake! My readers can only take so much of this 
fluff.” 


“Fluff?!” He said the magic word. 
“Write me something real and we’|l talk, ok?” 


I glared at him and silently picked up my pages from his desktop. I turned and 
headed for the door. 


I was halfway down the hall as he called after me. “Don’t be like that Brian!” but 
I still stepped into the elevator. I wanted to kill that sonofabitch. Not even because 
he didn’t buy my story or a dozen stories before that, but because I knew he was 
right. The market for what I did was limited and always would be. I didn’t even 
know if I could write stuff for current tastes. I just didn’t see that kind of future. I 
mean I was living in that kind of future and I didn’t like it. 
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The headline on the news story read “Australian Scientists Claim Time Travel 
Discovery”. It was on one of these UFO and Bigfoot pages, but the link lead to a 
relatively respected science journal’s website. 


I sent some emails, I made some phone calls to the other side of the world in the 
middle of the night and ultimately I vacationed in Perth. 


I signed a nondisclosure agreement so the way this actually happened won’t be 
discussed here. Suffice it to say that getting from Perth to New York in nineteen 
forty-seven took a lot longer than getting from New York to Perth in twenty 
sixteen. Getting a cheap apartment in New York was easy. I was two blocks from 
where I had lived in the twenty-first century at fifteen hundred dollars cheaper a 
month. The supply of period money I had brought would last a good year. I 
purchased a typewriter. It was mechanical, had an inky ribbon and exactly one 
font. 


I rewrote a story on the typewriter with carbon paper so I would have a copy. 
There was no file to save. Everything had to go through snail mail. If I lost track of 
a piece of paper I could be screwed so the carbons were essential. There was one 
place in lower Manhattan that made what they called “dry copies”, like really low 
quality laser prints, but at a nickle a piece they were too expensive to use regularly 
so I stuck with the carbon paper. 


I sent The Rocket Ship Murder to Astonishing Tales, a neat forty-five hundred 
words of suspense between the planets. It came back to me with some notes that 
made me realize I was not quite in tune with the times yet. The editor thought the 
story was basically alright, but apparently I used the words “hell” and “damn” far 
too much and he would be darned if he was going to pay two cents a word for 
smut! He pointed out that impressionable youth read this magazine and that the 
rough talk of wartime was behind us. He didn’t actually call me a degenerate, but 
the notion was lurking there behind his words. He said that if I clean it up he would 
still buy it at a penny and a half per and that I was lucky he was willing to make an 
offer at all. 


The expurgated story ran and was received well enough. A reader actually wrote 
a letter about it that ran the following month. 


Brian Larson’s Rocket Ship Murder 
stands out among the better stories 
of the issue. I hope that we will see 


more like it in the future! 


“Ka-ching!” said a sound effect in my head. I had already submitted a new story, 
another edited version of one of my twenty-first century catalog with everything 
that could possibly offend carefully left out and this time I got the full two-cent 
rate. I did get weird criticisms still that I had never seen coming. I had a 
sympathetic woman character who was somewhat sexually aggressive and I was 
told that readers would find that confusing. Only bad girls come on to men. I had a 
black character and I was told that was “unusual”. 


Nonetheless, my stories continued to sell and I had a certain popularity. There 
were a few remarks. I seemed a little out of step. I wasn’t being seen as an 
innovator and worse sort of a pale reflection of some of my contemporaries. One 
editor said I was almost another Bob Heinlein but added he wasn’t sure the world 
needed an “almost Heinlein.” The fact is my work was derivative even in that 
golden age. I had built my style on ripping off those guys, vamping on their themes 
without realizing that the reader’s perception that I was honoring that was part of 
what understanding the stories depended on. By nineteen forty-nine, I was starting 
to collect rejection slips as often as I made sales and those sales were never cover 
features. I needed to do something cutting edge. 


I sat down to write a novel about a dark future. It wouldn’t be a golden utopia, 
nor would it be a post nuclear waste. It wouldn’t be Orwellian, but it wouldn’t be 
non-Orwellian either and it would be an age that I could write about with the 
authority of someone who had lived in it. 
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9/6/49 
Dear Mr. Larson, 


Gosh, that is one Hell of a book you sent 
me! I can honestly say that I have never read one like 
it. It is jammed with original ideas. Your vision of 
the world sixty-five years down the road is truly 
unique. 


Your protagonist, this “hacker” is interesting who 
has been living holed up in the embassy in London for 
several years and is harassing the world’s political 
leaders and corporations with leaked information. The 
whole notion of a worldwide network of computers that 
anybody has access to seems completely insane. Are your 
readers really going to believe such a world could 
actually function? The individual computers are 
incredibly advanced, but why are there no robots? I 
would think that if there are computers this complex 
everyone who could afford it would have a robot 
servant, that they would be doing virtually all of the 
physical labor. I don’t object to them not being there, 
but perhaps you need to explain why not. 


Honestly, I have no particular beef with your 
plot or your principal characters. It is the background 
of your world which you have fleshed out in stunning 
detail that seems loaded with implausibilitys and 
contradictions. 


It is this long after the War, but Japan and 
Germany are great world powers! Germany all but calls 
the shots in Europe! Isn’t this what the war was to 
prevent from happening? The Soviet Union threw off the 
chains of communism just to become a corrupt parody of 
the capitalist world? Why in the Hell bother! Joe 
Stalin is a piece of work, but this “Godin” character 
is just a thug of another flavor. 


The world went this long and never dropped another 
atom bomb, but they didn’t get rid of them either. That 
strains credibility. 


Speaking of strained credibility, hoo boy! The 
USA and the Ruskies had a space race to reach the Moon 
and in ten years the Americans won! All on government 
work no less, but they went only a few times and just 
picked up rocks and never went back again! It is hard 


to fathom how the people of this age are supposed to 
think! 


President Nomo Jabari! Alright, someday I suppose 
that a Negro might become president, but wouldn’t he be 
named Jackson or Washington or something? This one is 
mulatto. His mother is white and his father is African! 
You know we do sell magazines south of the Mason-Dixon 
Line and I would like to continue to do so! You must 
make changes to this character. The Ku-Klux-Klan will 
come and burn down my office! 


Oh, and the woman who the hacker is trying to 
bring down is the nominee for president! I guess if you 
are going to have a Negro president why not? It seems a 
bit like a desperate stunt to me though. It will lose 
the readers. When you are writing fantasy your audience 
will cooperate by suspending disbelief if you don’t 
push too far too fast. 


The Hacker network is interesting. A rising force 
for truth, but the truth they dispense isn’t universal, 
but rather in aid of bringing down the privileged 
elite, but they don’t seem to be communists either. It 
would be nice if we could understand them as either a 
force leading humanity to a better future or one to 
bring down civilization. Your book seems to reach no 
conclusion regarding that. 


The real force you have stirring things up are 
radical Mohammedans involved in terrorist networks? 
This seems so medieval! I mean it is a very old 
conflict. Wouldn’t the Chinese be better? They have a 
reputation for being clever, mysterious and sometimes 
underhanded. The Arabs have a reputation as rug 
merchants. Why would little Israel be the epicenter of 
so much trouble? Some people who just went off to have 
their own place in the world after suffering so much, 


who wanted to make the desert bloom. Yes, there have 
certainly been troubles there as there always are in 
birthing a new nation, but you have them going nonstop 
for decade after decade! How does a country withstand 
that? Your vision is one of increasing militarization 
with a strong dependence on the USA, but in the USA 
they don’t even have all of the Jewish people behind 
them. I think most of your readers will find that hard 
to believe even with the obvious comparison to South 
Africa. I remind you that Jewish people also buy 
magazines. 


In the interest of keeping this short, you just need 
to make some changes. Science Fiction is not pure 
fantasy. Especially in the case of near future stories, 
we have to know how we got there and the readers need 
to believe it! 


Yours Sincerely, 


James W. Cornell 
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I was almost in shock. The world I had come from was not a believable enough 
future. 


At first I resolved to do a rewrite changing some genders and races and adding 
robots and ray guns, but it felt false and forced. This was a story that I wanted the 
future to look back on as prophetic. I threw my notes for a rewrite in the trash. I 
considered hiding my manuscript inside the wall for someone to find in the future, 
but I remembered that this building was no longer there in 2016. For all I knew it 
had been demolished within a few years of my residence here. After much 
vacillation, I finally dropped it down the incinerator shaft. 


Getting to Perth took three weeks by train and then ship. Getting home from 
Perth took slightly under one day. After two and a half years, I returned to the 
apartment I had left a week before. 


“This has been an expensive lesson.” I thought. My contribution to the 
Australian time project has cost me everything I had saved for retirement. I 
Googled myself and learned that I shared a name with a minor SF writer of the 
‘40s who had published a handful of stories and vanished from history. His works 
were never collected, but a few of them were published in various anthologies over 
the years, most recently in 1983. I found the issue of Astonishing Tales with 
Rocket Ship Murder in it on Ebay for twenty-five bucks and bought it. I wondered 
if anyone had ever noticed that one of my stories looked like it had outrightly been 
“stolen” from this one. I’m not sure what I planned on saying if anyone ever did. 


Who the Hell is Caldwell Bradnagel? 


The phone rang and as usual I let the machine get it. I never answered the phone these days, it's 
just easier. I was kind of proud of my outgoing message. I clipped it from a phone sales training 
tape. Obviously it was a "wrong" example. It was carefully selected so that the caller wasn't sure 
they had the right number and was long enough so they might give up before leaving a message. 
My friends knew to wait, my creditors office drones were less patient. 


"Hello, Mister Evans? This is Caldwell Bradnagel of the Pot-o-Gold investment company! 
Believe it or not, Mister Evans we just picked your name out of a hat! That means that we are 
going to fly you and Mrs. Evans to Tierra del Fuego to visit a brand new retirement 
community complete with its own hospital, bingo bar and hot toddy shop! If you were to pay 
for that trip, Mister Evans, it would cost a cool three grand, but we are going to pay all 
expenses just so you and the Mrs. can take a good look at our beautiful new community for 
folks like yourself who are over the hill!" 


They let it play all the way through. Persistent, I'll give 'em that. The caller came on the line. 
"Who the Hell is Caldwell Bradnagel? Adam, are you there? It's Marty. I can't help but notice 
that it's the seventh and I still don't have your rent check. Please don't tell me it's in the mail. 
Bring it to me. I only live two blocks away. Don't be a pain, Adam. Be here at two, ok? See you 
soon I hope." 


I was going to have to put him off with a partial and now I had to do it face to face. That was 
going to be grueling. 


My hours at the copy shop had been cut so I was only part time now and the money had not 
exactly been pouring in. I had gotten into the habit of letting one bill slide per month and then 
pay it off the next month and let another one slide. I know it was the same amount of money, but 
I needed the head space in my finances. Rent was the one I really tried not to do that with but it 
had been a bad month. I got sick and missed three days of work which fucked up everything. I 
was really close to the bone. 


The place I live is right near Central Square on River Street. When Marty rented it to me he 
called it a "penthouse" with a completely straight face. What it is actually is a half fourth floor 
added onto an existing triple-decker. It's a professional job, but it's still just stuck on there. To get 
in you go up to the roof and then back outside to let yourself in. It's like a little separate building 
on top of the house. A couple of bedrooms and a living room/ kitchen combo. Marty has no idea 
about it. It was built by the previous owner. It's insulated but still cold as shit in the winter. For 
this I pay six-hundred and fifty bucks a month making it pretty much the cheapest pad in 
Cambridge. It's not unreasonable for Marty to want me to pay the rent on time at that price. 


I went down the fire escape to avoid walking by Suzanne's door. I owed her a twenty and she 
was talking about taking it out in "trade" if I didn't pay her back when I said I would which was a 
week ago. Suzanne and I had actually been a thing for a while back in the seventies and it might 
be an easy way to dodge the debt, but since then Father Time and alcohol had tag-teamed her 
enough to considerably reduce her appeal. 


I took five hundred out of the bank just leaving twenty-five for some groceries and beer and I 
headed for Marty's place. 


Marty Borelli had a nice house on Magazine Street from which he ran his real estate "empire". 
He owned six buildings in the area, five triple-deckers and a little place up near the Necco 
factory that housed a cigar store and a hair salon. The cigar store was run by his brother and the 
salon by his brother's wife. 

Melissa, his daughter answered the door. She was a fifteen year old bit of jail-bate who did 
everything she could to look older so guys in their twenties would take her to clubs. Nature had 
done well by her, so the guys were lining up to oblige. "Is your dad around?" I asked. 


She looked me over with distaste. "You the artist from sixty-two River?" 


She had met me a dozen times but always pretended to have never seen me before. "Yeah. I'm 
the artist" 


"He's around back." 


Marty was in the back yard smoking and reading the Herald. He smiled when he saw me. 
"Mister Rosenfeld! I'm glad you made it. Do you have something for me?" 


"Marty, you know they cut my hours at work temporarily. I have five hundred for you. I can 
get you the rest when I get paid Thursday for sure." 


He rolled his eyes and smirked a little. "Gimme the money." I handed over the cash. "You 
wanna beer?" He asked. 


"Sure, why not?" He handed me a can of Bud Light. Tasteless swill, but I could drink it 
without ill effect. 


"Siddown, let's talk." Uh-oh. I sat in one of the lawn chairs and braced myself. He sensed my 
nervousness. "Look, I'm not gonna throw you out, ok? Ya been there for five years, I get no 


complaints about you. You and me, we're ok." 


"That's good to know, Marty." I took a good swallow of the beer. 


"IT understand hard times, I've had plenty myself, but If I were you I would be making some 


changes. It's nineteen-eighty-seven, this hippie thing you got goin’ on is played out! Ya need to 
get a fresh look, a good job and a good woman." 


"Hey! I know women, I'm getting some." Truth be told, the pool of available female 
companionship had thinned out considerably in the last year. A lot women I had known had 
moved on to get married or at least into long term relationships. I had been married before and 
wasn't up for it again. Most of the single gals left were college girls who I wasn't interested in 
and wouldn't have given me the time of day anyway. There were a couple of women I saw from 
time to time for just sex and not much else. 


“Sure you are, but are any of them going to give you kids? Is working making Xerox copies 
going to give you the good life? That ‘magazine’ of yours, is that going anywhere?” 


“ «My Mania’ has a special appeal.” 


“Special appeal! To guys in their thirties obsessed with ‘50s monster movies and surrealist 
whatchamacallits.” 


“Collages.” 


“Whatever. You want to pay your bills? Get a haircut and a real job. That’s free advice from 
me to you.” 


I sighed. As if I didn’t hear enough if this from my father. “Thanks Marty. I’ll think it over. 
I’ll see you Thursday with the rest of the rent.” 


“That'd be great. I'll see ya then.” 


The whole money thing was getting out of hand. It seemed like I was getting the bank account 
down to only a buck every month and I was living on beans, rice and Kraft dinners. Marty was 
right, life just isn’t supposed to be such a goddamn struggle. I’m a fucking artist, but I spent all 
my time thinking about money. This shit was not working. 

I took the stairs to get to my pad and was not intercepted by Suzanne. When I got to the roof 
there was a guy with a metal briefcase waiting in front of my door. He didn’t look like he came 
from one of the utilities to turn me off. He looked pretty normal. I guessed he was in his fifties. 
He had a gray buzz cut. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt not too different from what I was 
wearing. He resembled my older brother. He smiled. “Adam! It’s really you!” 


“Who else would I be? And you are...?” 
“T tried to call you earlier. ‘Caldwell Bradnagel’ that’s a hoot! Why don’t you call me that?” 
I didn’t care for that one bit. “How ‘bout I call you who you really are and you tell me why 


you are here?” I was getting a weird feeling and it wasn’t a normal weird feeling. It was like 
butterflies in my stomach, but all over my body. 


“That might be confusing. My name is Adam Rosenfeld.” 
“Well, isn’t that a coincidence.” 

“No it isn’t.” 

“Are we related?” 

“Pretty closely. Can I come in?” 

What the hell, I let him in. 


the place was a crazy mess. The kitchen table was piled with books and magazines, the sink 
full of dishes, the trash can overflowing with beer cans. He wasn’t concemed by the clutter at all. 
I moved a couple newspapers off of a chair so he could sit. “Ya want a beer?” I asked. 


“No thanks.” 


I decided not to have one either and sat down opposite him. I started to roll up some Bugler 
tobacco and said. “So what’s your story?” 


“One picture is worth a thousand words,” He placed black slab with rounded corners on the 
coffee table. It was about the dimensions of a deck of cards, but not as thick. It had few surface 
features. A couple of holes that looked like they were supposed to take tiny plugs, a couple of 
chrome bars around the sides. The surface facing up was completely featureless except for the 
name MOTOROLA in silver at one end. Above the name a very tiny green light slowly blinked. 
“Go ahead and pick it up.” 


I took the item in my hand. As I did I touched one of the chrome bits and the blank face 
suddenly lit up. There were all kinds of things going on in a window a bit larger than a business 
card. In one comer was something that looked like a cartoon flight of stairs with the words “no 
network” flashing underneath it. There was a box that displayed the time, only it was way off. It 
was the seventh of May nineteen eighty-seven and two-thirty PM, but this thing said it was 
eleven sixteen AM and September twenty-second two thousand and fifteen. There were a bunch 
of little squares with various little cartoons in them. “What the fuck?” 


“Touch one of the icons. Any one.” I poked one with a red cartoon bird face. A peppy tune 
started playing and the screen said “Angry Birds”. 


“What the fuck?” I repeated “What is this?” 
“Tt’s a game, like a video game.” 
“But this dingus is so fuckin’ tiny!” 


“The game isn’t even its principal function. It’s a phone.” 


“A phone.” 
“Like a cellular phone.” 
“Nuh-uh! It’s so small.” 


“Tt’s also a computer, it has maps, it’s a camera. It does a bunch of stuff. Where I come from 
lots of people have them.” 


“Alright ‘Adam’, where do you come from?” 

He answered in a comedy science fiction voice. “From the twenty-first CEN-tur-eee!” 
“Oh shut up! Really, what is up?” 

“T’m not bullshitting you. I’m a time traveler, and that’s not even the weirdest part.” 
“What is the weirdest part?” 

“T’m you!” 

“Shut the fuck up!” 


He rolled up his left sleeve and showed me a tattoo, Mister Natural. It was identical to the one I 
had on the same arm except the edges weren’t as sharp and the lines weren’t quite as black. 
Nobody else had that tattoo. I once had the lucky opportunity to have Robert Crumb actually 
draw it there with a felt tip and then had a tattooist go over it right away. There it was, line for 
line. Even the cross-hatching was identical. I stared at the other Adam Rosenfeld. He was heavier 
than me by a good forty pounds. His hair was a short salt and pepper buzz cut. His beard was a 
neat van dyke and completely gray. He wore no jewelry. I had my left ear pierced several times 
and wore small gold earrings in them. Looking carefully at the other Adam I could just make out 
the almost closed piercings right where they were supposed to be. I saw the scar on his left hand 
where I had an accident in high school metal shop and the same scar on mine. “Shit.” I breathed 
softly. “Seriously, you come from the twenty-first century?” 


“Seriously. Twenty-sixteen to be exact.” 


“They have time travel in twenty-sixteen?” 

“Hell no. The time machine is from thousands of years in the future. It was manned by a guy 
named Rotselt-G’tsaltipan. His people knew very little about our civilization. He mentioned a 
few names he knew and they were from all over the place. William Shakespeare, Theodore 
Roosevelt, Napoleon Bonaparte, Adolph Hitler and Mozart, but in his mind they were more or 
less contemporaries.” 


“So you stole the machine?” 


He looked annoyed. “No I didn’t steal the machine! G’tsaltipan died only a week after he 
arrived in my time. He got sick almost as soon as he arrived. They weren’t sure why, they 
thought some germ he had no immunity to was responsible at first. They were wrong. It was the 
quantum entanglement problem.” 


I knew a tiny bit about quantum theory, but I had never heard of “quantum entanglement” and 
couldn’t even begin to figure out what it was supposed to mean. I just nodded my head and said 
“Of course. The quantum entanglement problem”. 


He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Don’t pretend you know what I’m talking about, ok? Even 
freaking Einstein didn’t get quantum entanglement. I had to Google it. I could barely understand 
the Wikipedia article about it.” 


“You did what to it? What’s a wackypedia?” 


“Nevermind. It’s future stuff and not that important. Look, apparently two atoms can become 
linked, entangled, so that they behave like shadows of one another even if they are separated by 
light-years of space. Basically if you affect one atom, the other is similarly affected. It’s like they 
are the same atom.” 


“OK. What does that have to do with time travel?” 


“In the case of time travel, the atoms of the traveler and anything that comes with him are 
duplicated. ‘Duplicated’ isn’t even the right word, they are the same atom occupying two 
different places. For every atom of the traveler, the earlier iteration of his every particle coexists 
and are entangled. That weird feeling you have is because you and J are closely entangled. We 
only actually share about one percent of our atoms because we are separated by almost thirty 
years. You only feel a slight tug from me. It’s different for me. My atoms are scattered all over 
the world. It’s like this awareness of large amounts of the surface of the planet, mostly in living 
things. I only traveled twenty-eight years. Rotselt-G’ tsaltipan traveled over ten thousand years! 
His people had spread throughout the solar system. I can’t even imagine how it must have felt to 
him to be part of things so vastly separated and in so many different environments. I don’t want 
to imagine it.” 


“So why does anyone do it?” 


“He came in search of lost knowledge. Humanity started again very nearly from scratch a 
couple of times between my time and his. Like the Dark Ages only quite a bit darker, a complete 
return to spear chucking and superstition. They came back both times, but there was less of the 
past remembered after each one. They invented science all over again and it’s not exactly the 
same as it is with us. In some things they know more than us, in others they know less. Quantum 
entanglement is one of the things they don’t know about. They didn’t know how long Rotselt- 
G’tsaltipan had the time machine. It may have in fact come from the even farther future. The 
Harvard guys never found out for sure.” 


“Harvard was one place that Rotselt-G’ tsaltipan knew the exact location of. In his time it is 
under a half a mile if ice, but he was able to program the exact coordinates to make the machine 
appear in Harvard Yard.” 


I realized that I had been sitting there with an unlit cigarette between my fingers all this time. I 
lit up and inhaled deeply. The other Adam wrinkled his nose. “You need to quit that shit, man.” 


“Don’t I know it. I’ve tried a couple of times.” 

“T know, but you need to.” 

I crushed out my butt. If he didn’t know, then who? “I won’t smoke if it bothers you.” 

“One way or another you are only going to be smoking another few months, but you would be 
better off giving it up now.” Of course I had no idea what he meant. A severe case of bronchitis 
would put me in the hospital that coming winter, which would finally decide me to quit, but I’m 


getting way ahead of myself. 


“T’ll think about it.” There was a knock on the door. I answered to find Suzanne standing 
there. 


“Haven’t seen you in a while, Adam.” She said. 
“Suzanne, you have caught me at a bad time. I have a guest and .....” 


She cut me off. “Not a problem, I’ll be out of your way as soon as you give me the twenty 
you owe me. I need to get some groceries.” 


“T just haven’t got it. 1 gave Marty all my dough just to keep the roof over my head.” 
Behind me other Adam said “I can help you out.” And handed Suzanne a stack of old silver 
dollars. 

Her eyes bugged out. “Wow! but this is only five bucks.” 

Other Adam stared at her. “Those are worth a whole lot more than twenty bucks! There is a 
rare coin dealer on Bromfield Street in Boston. You won’t walk out of there with less than fifty 
or sixty bucks.” 

“Thanks!” she said and then, “I haven’t had the pleasure.” 
He extended his hand. “Caldwell Bradnagel, I’m Adam’s cousin.” 


“T can see the resemblance.” 


I jumped in. “As I said, Suze, I’m a bit tied up. We’ talk later.” and I closed the door as 
quickly as I could without actually slamming it. 


I turned back to my strange guest. “Thanks ‘Caldwell’. Aren’t you worried about future cash 
being spotted?” 
“T brought mostly old silver and gold coins with me. Got them in coin collector shops and 


online.” 


“On line?” 


“Never mind. Hey, check this out.” He handed me a brass coin about the size of a quarter. It 
was a US dollar and it had the face of Dick-motherfucking-Nixon on it! 


“You have got to be kidding me!” I tossed it back to him in disgust. 
“T wish. Can I tell you why I’m here?” 

“Please do!” 

“A Guest of Honor!” 

“What?” 

“Scott Joplin’s lost opera!” 


“Oh yeah!” 


“Tt seemed pretty harmless. I would go back to nineteen-oh-three, Get on a train to Missouri, 
recover the manuscript, bring it back to my time and ‘discover’ it. I figured I could do it quickly 
enough that I wouldn’t get too sick from the quantum entanglement thing. It wouldn’t change 
history, but the world would have it and I would get maybe rich and famous!” 


“You do know that you landed more than eighty years off the mark, right?” 


“Tt broke.” 


“Shit!” 
“T don’t think it was the most well-built thing in the first place and the people at Harvard had 
started messing with it to learn how it works. Something was probably loose.” 
“How did you get it? Do I end up being some kind of scientist at Harvard?” 
Other Adam let go a short laugh. “Ha! You end up being some kind of maintenance man at 


Harvard. It’s a pretty good job, lots of benefits, good health plan. Most importantly, the keys to 
everything. It was opportunity knocking. They had tried to keep the story of the man from the 


future secret, but someone leaked it to the Internet. G’tsaltipan had just died after being grilled 
nonstop by scientists and historians. He didn’t know all that much and they surmised that he had 
himself stolen the machine. The quantum entanglement problem wasn’t even known to the 
public. One of the grad students explained it to me. Then I was in the right place at the right 
time. The machine was unattended in the lab and everyone was away burying G’tsaltipan. The 
government was going to take possession of the machine within hours. I had the key to the lab.” 


My mouth was hanging open. “You did steal it!” 


“Tt’s not like Harvard was its rightful owner. G’tsaltipan was dead. Why did they have any 
more right to it than me or anybody for that matter? Besides, what kind of horrifying shit was 
going to happen when the feds got their mitts on it?” 


“You knew how to work it.” 


“Tt’s pretty easy to work. Remember that George Pal movie, The Time Machine? The controls 
are like that. There is a switch that turns on the field that surrounds you and a lever that controls 
your movement either forward or backward. There is a display that counts off years. It’s not our 
system of numbers, but it’s easy enough to figure out. I let myself in, walked up to the machine 
and flipped the switch. I pulled back on the lever a little bit and there was a rapid strobe of day 
and night. I let the lever snap back. It was night outside. I looked at one of the lab work stations 
and saw that it was a month earlier, well before G’tsaltipan had ever showed up. I put the gizmo 
in a trash bag and walked out. 


The quantum entanglement thing was working in my favor. With so little a move in time, my 
doppel and I still shared most of our atoms. I knew exactly where he was at all times. It’s hard to 
explain, but I felt like I could almost see through his eyes and had a good idea of what he was 
thinking about. No doubt my doppelganger had strange feelings too, but hadn’t the slightest 
notion what to attribute them to. I thought I remembered feeling weird and drunk, but I wasn’t 
sure. I took a hotel room. The next morning I went and cashed out a CD and bought old coins 
with the money. Mostly turn of the century silver and gold coins. I also bought a suitcase for the 
device. I just went and stood on one of the foot bridges over the river near Harvard square. It had 
a commerstone date that wouldn’t have me dumped in the water when I got to nineteen-oh-three. I 
would have to get a train to Springfield, Missouri to catch up with the production around the time 
the score was supposed to have vanished when the production ran out of money. I was going to 
play it by ear since I didn’t have a detailed plan at all when I took the machine.” 


“T don’t think I have ever heard anything so friggin’ insane in my life!” 


“Look, man, you just don’t throw away opportunities like this! This was less than once in a 
lifetime, get it? Shit like this just doesn’t happen, like, ever!” 


I couldn’t argue with that. “So how are you supposed to fix this thing? Do you have any idea 
how it works?” 


“T was figuring on just opening it up and looking for something that looks broken.” 


“You must be nuts. Have you acquired some crazy skills in the last thirty years? I can’t even 
look inside of a TV and know what’s going on and you want to try and figure out a time 
machine?” 


“Tt’s our only shot.” The machine was in the suitcase. About the size of a pop-up toaster, it was 
a box that looked like it was made of polished brownish stone. It has a lever on the side that 
looked like nothing so much as the handle on a one-armed-bandit. There was a paddle shaped 
switch on the front, which had a sliding lock that held it in one of three possible positions. From 
the top protruded a silvery mushroom shaped contrivance. “Ok”, he said, “The first position of 
the switch is a test mode.” He flipped it and locked it. When activated, the device floated in the 
air about four feet off the ground. In the air above the machine appeared a string of softly 
glowing green curlicues that I assumed to be numbers. Around a group of them on the right side 
was a flashing yellow outline. Around a group in the center was a flashing red outline in addition 
to the flashing yellow outline. He showed me that if the lever was pulled back the figures on the 
left started scrolling quickly. If the lever was pushed forward, the red line around the figures on 
the right flashed brighter and faster, but the figures didn’t move at all. “As nearly as I can figure, 
that yellow outline indicates that something isn’t working as it should. The red outline indicates 
that the whole system won’t function. I was still underway when the yellow started flashing. The 
red came on right after I had stopped dead. Honestly, the yellow had been flashing the whole 
time.” 


“Shit. It must be like the service warning light on a car!” 

“How was | supposed to know that?” 

“So what does the area in red mean?” 

“The numbers in the red outline indicate movement forward in time.” 


There was a panel on the bottom of the box that popped open on its own when you touched 
three yellow dots simultaneously. What was inside didn’t look like electronics as much as it did 
like a panel of about twenty tiny organ stops. Each was labeled in an unknown language that we 
had no hope of deciphering. Some were pulled out, some were pushed in. We noted that they 
made a positive click when moved in or out. We made sure that we restored them all to the 
position we found them in. One thing we noted was that three of them had been removed. “You 
know what,” remarked other Adam, “I think I saw those sitting on the table next to the machine 
when I took it.” 


My mom used to tell me that I was just smart enough that I would get myself into real trouble 
someday. I hate it when she’s right. “You...we, are a goddamn idiot.” We pulled out another one 
of the stops. We were hoping that they were just passive levers that could be replaced with little 
pieces of dowel. No such luck. The little plungers terminated in a complicated looking plug with 
multiple contacts. 


We attempted to switch a few of them around to see if maybe some of them were redundant. 


The result was just making either the entire display flash red or making the device fail to switch 
on altogether. “I think you’re fucked.” There was no point in his going on to nineteen-oh-three if 
he couldn’t come back. The quantum entanglement would kill him soon. There was a good 
possibility it would kill me too eventually. 


Other Adam slept on my couch for a week as we made attempt after attempt to fix the device 
to carry him back forward to the future. We couldn’t find anything inside of the machine that 
was definitely a battery, but we both sensed that whatever powered it could not last forever. Also 
he was getting sick. He was plagued by spots before his eyes, fatigue and tiny localized spots of 
extreme pain. He said he heard voices in his head and he would have moments of irrationality. I 
myself had lesser, but equally strange symptoms. It was the quantum entanglement and we 
would both end up dead unless we could get him back to his own time. 


On his fifteenth day with me he couldn’t get out of bed without help. He knew that the end was 
near. He made a plan and insisted that I not argue about it. We were going to have to change 
history from the other side. It was imperative and not just for our own survival. The twenty-first 
century simply could not be allowed to get this technology. Old Adam was certain that it would 
do nothing but spread chaos on the atomic level. It might not take much use of this gizmo to 
unravel the whole cosmos. 


The plan was that he would take the time machine back to the beginning of the universe. If he 
could make it to the time before particles differentiated shortly after the Big Bang it should undo 
the quantum entanglement or at least that was his logic. I, in turn with the help of some tips 
about who would win a few future Superbowls and World Series would wait out the time until 
Rotselt G’tsaltipan appeared in Harvard yard. I would be the first to talk to him and I would 
explain that he had to return to his own time and why. I had thirty years to digest the reason into 
a succinct paragraph that he would immediately understand and hopefully agree with. Plan B 
was to kill him and destroy the machine as completely as possible. I liked that far less. For one 
thing his quantum entangled body would still be here and for another, G’tsaltipan didn’t deserve 
to die any more than I did and it wouldn’t amount to much in the way of “salvation” for me if I 
am found guilty of homicide. If I did this correctly I would change the timeline and save my 
future self. 

The next morning I bid farewell to old Adam who, although he was heading for his ultimate 
dissolution, I could still save if I did everything right. The result when he pulled the lever was 
surprisingly undramatic, he simply vanished accompanied by a soft “pop” as air rushed into the 
space he once occupied. A few loose papers in the room moved slightly, that was all. 


He left me the rest of his cache of coins. They paid the rent for about three months and my 
winnings on the World Series paid it for the rest of the year while, on “Caldwell Bradnagel’s” 
advice, I went to a vocational school and learned all about computers and became an information 
technology specialist. I previously had little interest in computers, but according to old Adam, 
they were what I should be on the cutting edge of. He told me that in ten years, everybody would 
have one and almost none of them would have a clue of how to deal with them and would pay to 
have someone else keep them running so they themselves would never have to learn how to. He 
was right about that and then some. I did well in the corporate world all through the nineties 
where they needed me so badly that I never had to wear a tie or even show my bosses all that 


much respect so long as I kept their network up and free of viruses. I still put out my ‘zine, but I 
worried a lot less about money. I quit smoking, this time for good. 


The turn of the century came and we still didn’t have people on Mars. September twenty oh 
one knocked America down a peg and the administration’s reaction to it knocked us down a few 
more. The twenty-first century was definitely a whole new game, but in none of the ways I 
expected. My promised flying car was nowhere to be seen, nor were food pills, cure for cancer, 
colonies on the Moon or men on Mars. Electronics were kind of amazing though. Pretty quickly 
things like old Adam’s phone started to come into existence and they made sense in terms of the 
new “wired” world that I was a part of. My position as an IT specialist was no longer as elite as it 
had once been. I had to wear a tie and toe the line because there were lots of guys like me now, 
most of them younger and demanding less money. 


My “hippie” persona faded over time. I even looked like a responsible member of society on 
my day off. After winning big betting on the twenty-oh-four World Series, I bought my building 
from Marty as income property and a small house closer to the river. I didn’t rent out the 
“penthouse” but used it as an office for my side business as a computer guy for hire. I joined a 
local Unitarian congregation where I met a nice woman named Diane who I married two years 
later. By twenty-oh-seven I was pretty removed from the guy I was in nineteen-eighty-seven. I 
bought and learned to use a handgun in case | had to resort to Plan B. I kept it in a safe deposit 
box. Diane didn’t even know about it. 


The five years before G’tsaltipan’s appearance were the hardest. I developed heart trouble, but 
I knew that I absolutely had to stay alive to accomplish my mission. I became obsessed with my 
diet and exercise and pretty much became no fun at all. I could hardly blame Diane for walking 
out when she did. The realization was dawning on me that the life I was trying to save wasn’t all 
that good anymore. I had already given it up. Nonetheless, I still had my mission to maybe save 
the universe. 


I woke early on Wednesday September sixteenth, twenty-sixteen. Looking in the bathroom 
mirror I saw a somewhat different face than that of old Adam. My life history had been different 
from his. My teeth were straight and capped where his had been yellow and uneven. I was trim 
where he had been portly. He had worn glasses like the younger me where I had gotten laser 
vision correction. He had wom a beard while I had just a bushy mustache. I had not simply 
become him; I had walked an alternate path. So the past can be altered. The thought gave me 
much comfort. 


I strapped on my shoulder holster with the small revolver I hoped not to use and put on a denim 
jacket over it. Walking onto the Harvard campus with a loaded gun was a risky proposition even 
if it was licensed. Shooting sprees on campuses were quite the fashion and security had been 
adjusted accordingly. Doing anything remotely suspicious would get me stopped. Unlike old 
Adam, I didn’t work there. No matter how itchy I might have been I couldn’t go too early and be 
seen just hanging around. The closer I was to the exact arrival time of the man from the future, 
the better. He was due at exactly two-thirty-two pm. 


I entered the gate across from Holyoke Center at exactly two-thirty and started walking toward 
the water pump in front of Hollis hall at a leisurely pace. The time traveler would appear within a 
few feet of it. It was a bonus that no one seemed to be hanging out in that area at the moment. 
Just as I got within a few yards there was a pop of displaced air and there he stood with the little 
box of the time machine floating in front of him. 


Old Adam had never described him to me. He was quite exotic looking. The human race ten 
thousand years down the line was bound to have some differences. This fella was the product of 
millennia of conquest, migration and nation building yet to come. He was about six foot two 
and lean but not exactly athletic looking. His skin was black. Not your average African- 
American black either, but an inky, almost blue eggplant color. He had sharp features and a 
prominent nose. His eyes were a dark jade green, his hair a wavy mop of brown curls that fell 
just short of his shoulders. His hat was a deep maroon velvet-like material a little like a beret but 
with a short brim going all the way around. He wore a suit that consisted of a green vest over a 
white long sleeved shirt. The vest had red round epaulettes about the size of beer coasters each 
marked with three yellow dots in a triangle. He wore a knee-length kilt that matched the vest and 
a pair of tan boots that reached halfway up his calves. He looked about the yard in curiosity. 


I called out “Hey, Rotselt-G’tsaltipan!” His expression of curiosity turned to one of shock. I 
walked up to him and he took a wary step back. “Don’t be afraid. We must talk. Do you 
understand me?” 


Various people in the yard had now stopped to stare at the strange looking man and a couple 
had started to approach. I had only seconds. “Yes, I understand you! How do you know me?” He 
had a very peculiar accent hissing his esses and drawing out his vowels. He pronounced the k in 
“know”. Nonetheless, I understood him well enough. 


“You must return to your own time. Immediately” 

His owlish green eyes grew even wider. “Why I must?” 

“You will sicken and die here. Even worse, you may destroy the world. Your atoms are 
tangled up. Your science doesn’t know about it.” I was talking fast because people were walking 
towards us in curiosity. About ten seconds had passed since he popped into existence in our time. 

He mumbled something in his own language. “How know you this? The...” he hesitated, 
“duration crossing engine is new. Never before used!” That was a relief to know. I had been 
worried that it was a technology they had been using for centuries mucking up the universe six 
ways from Sunday. 

“Go back and then destroy the machine!” 


“T will not. It is the labor of my entire life!” 


Fuck. I pulled out the gun. He looked at it in curiosity. The students who had been gathering 
turned and ran. I pointed it at him. “Rotselt-G’ tsaltipan, this is a weapon. It can kill you in a 


second. Will you return?” I had probably less than a minute before the cops showed up. I was all 
in now. No matter what happened next I was at very least going to jail. 


The time traveler straightened his back with resolve and said. “I do not fear you.” 
Double fuck. 


Please don’t think that murder comes naturally to me. I spent almost thirty years preparing 
myself for this possibility, played it again and again in my head. It was a last resort, but I knew it 
would be a decision that I would have little time to make and that I couldn’t allow fear of being 
wrong paralyze me. I pulled the trigger. My aim was good. The bullet rammed through his heart 
and exited his back in a fountain of blood. He died instantly. I dragged his body close to the 
machine. I was going to try to just send him back to his time on his own but it quickly became 
clear that I couldn’t operate the machine and still be outside of the field. We were making this 
trip together. The display was flashing blue on the figure on the right. Home base. I pushed the 
lever forward. Everything outside of five feet all around me turned an even flat gray. I was 
disappointed not to see all around me moving at high speed as I rocketed into the future. The 
figures on the display were flashing past quickly though. I just stood there before the device with 
the bloody corpse of Rotselt-G’ tsaltipan curled up at my feet for about two hours. 


Suddenly the gray cleared and I was in a room. It had no windows and white walls that looked 
like poured concrete painted white. There was a metal table with a few items on it, none of which 
I could identify of course. There was also a woman. She was as black as G’tsaltipan. She wore a 
Sari-like garment of light blue cloth and had a head of red hair worked into ornate curls. She 
yelped in surprise when she saw me and then screamed in horror when she saw the body. I 
stepped forward and slapped my hand over her mouth then pointed the gun at one of the devices 
on the table and fired so she could see what it did. 


I took my hand away and she was silent with tears running down her cheeks. Was the time 
traveler her husband? I couldn’t afford to care. I prayed that she had also learned some of my 
language and enunciated carefully. “Do not rebuild it!” I dragged the body well away from the 
machine and tossed the gun on the floor. I would never need it again. I went back to the machine 
and flipped the lever back. 


Of course I had to return to a time after I had left to avoid quantum entanglement. As long as 
none of my atoms existed at the same time everything was cool. I reappeared in Harvard Yard 
two weeks after I had left. It was the middle of the night and I just quickly left and took the 
machine home with me. From the news and the internet I learned that the mysterious Harvard 
gunman had not been identified and the entire incident with the “alien” who some claimed to 
have seen him shoot was now believed to have been a student prank in questionable taste. 


It really started to sink in at that point that I had committed murder. I could rationalize all I 
wanted to that it had been a grim necessity, but that was an easy rationalization to make if it’s 


about someone else and you didn’t have to live with the guilt yourself. 


The machine was right there. 


2B OK OK OK AK 


I pulled out the gun. The time traveler looked at it in curiosity. The students who had been 
gathering turned and ran. I pointed it at him. “Rotselt-G’tsaltipan, this is a weapon. It can kill 
you in a second. Will you return?” I suddenly felt really sick. 


Just behind G’tsaltipan stood...me! The other me shook his head and croaked out “Don’t!” 
He sounded as sick I felt. He touched the handle of his time machine and vanished. I instantly 
felt better. He must have been from only a short time in the future and virtually all of our atoms 
were entangled. 


I took a deep breath, lowered the gun and snapped on the safety. “Ok”, I thought, “What 
comes after plan B?” 


The time traveler had barely seen the other me and clearly had not yet worked out what was 
going on. I leapt forward, conked him on the noggin with the butt of the gun and pushed the 
lever forward. The gray surrounded us. I started talking fast. He was holding his head and 
spitting curses in his own language. He slowly started to focus on what I was telling him. He 
asked me to slow down and repeat a few things as I told him the whole story. It took a while, I 
had to define words here and there. In his time there are only a few sources on the English 
language and they are very incomplete. There was more time between his era and mine than my 
era and the first Sumerian cities. The fact that he could speak and understand at all shows that he 
had really done his homework. 


Explaining quantum entanglement with a limited vocabulary was difficult. His people had a 
whole other notion of how atoms worked, but I convinced him that he was going to have to take 
my word for it. Perhaps figuring out the details would make a better life’s work for him than 
building time machines. 


The gray cleared and we were in the room with the woman. Her eyes grew wide when she saw 
me and then the blood on G’tsaltipan’s head. She started shrieking invective at me until he 
quieted her. 


I stayed for a day with them. The room, it turns out was at the bottom of a deep shaft in an ice 
cap that covered North America as far south as where New York City had been. I never got to 
see the surface. Rotselt-G’tsaltipan told me a bit about their society. It didn’t sound like 
someplace I would want to live. I got the impression that the technology was similar to the early 
twentieth century and socially they were similar to eighteenth century America. “Enlightened” 
people who practiced slavery. Early industrial age, totally powered by buming wood. The oil 
was long gone. History repeats itself. His wife was named Danelit. G’tsaltipan had to translate 
what I said for her. I got the sense that she was not a part of his work, but was just here for 
companionship. In their world, married couples were rarely apart. She never stopped staring at 
me. For her I was a creature of myth. 


I made them understand that I had to take the machine and Rotselt-G’tsaltipan’s plans and 
notes and I left before they could change their mind. 


I was back in Harvard Yard in twenty-sixteen two days after I had left. I felt fine, no 
entanglement sickness. I somehow knew that I didn’t have to go and warn myself. The me that 
did that was from a defunct version of the timeline. I had rewritten it. 


I set up the machine back at the penthouse with the pile of notes scrawled in Rotselt- 
G’tsaltipan’s language and using a broom stick pushed the handle all the way back to send it to 
the dawn of time to have its particles untangled. This way I was letting the universe take care of 
it. Let it untie Calwell Bradnagel’s knot. 


The End 


Axel and Rosza and the Witch of the Dark Wood 


Many centuries ago when the land was ruled by Otto the Unfortunate, there lived 
in the district of Hollendorff a girl named Rosza. She lived on a small farm with 
her father, Klaus, who was also a carpenter. Her mother had died from the plague 
when she was only two years old, thus Rosza had taken up all of the household 
duties she could since she was tall enough to stir the pot. By age sixteen, Roza had 
grown to be strong and beautiful with merry blue eyes, plump limbs, buxom form 
and fine hair as black as a raven’s wing. Many of the boys in the district had taken 
fond notice of her and wanter her for a wife, but she had turned them all down. She 
said that her father needed her keep his house and that she could never leave him 
until he had taken another wife. 


There was one young man, Axel by name, who was more enterprising than the 
rest who became determined to win Rosza’s hand and sought to do so by finding a 
wife for her father. Rosza’s father was a good and honest man, but he was also 
difficult and set in his ways and few women had shown interest in becoming his 
wife. He didn’t desire an older widowed woman who he feared try to rule over him 
and all of the local younger women felt that if they were to take an older husband, 
he should be wealthier than Klaus. Axel had heard tales that there lived in the Dark 
Wood a wise old woman who made her living by selling medicines she made from 
the flowers and roots. 


Axel had saved a silver mark and decided to set out into the Dark Wood to hire 
the wise woman to make a love potion for Klaus. Axel set out into the Dark Wood. 
He carried a skin of wine, a loaf of bread and two rashers of bacon. His only 
defense against bears and wolves were his sharp eyes and a small dagger. 


Axel was a brave lad, but the Dark Wood was known to fill even the most 
seasoned hunters with trepidation. Most of the trees were many centuries old for no 
wood cutters had ever harvested trees here. It was said that the Dark Wood had 
been under the protection of the fairy folk since the dawn of time and that the only 


people who ventured here in safety were heathens who honored older gods, older 
even than those of the Northmen or even the first Romans. A generation before 
Axel’s birth a bishop had come here to sanctify ground for a monastery, but was 
driven off, and some say driven mad, by terrifying voices that came from the trees. 
It occurred to him after walking for a good part of the morning that he had no idea 
exactly where in the Wood the wise woman resided. He sat down on a moss 
covered rock and lamented aloud “Oh how shall I find the wise woman of the Dark 
Wood?” 


A voice beside him quietly said “I know where she lives.” 


Axel was startled and let out a yelp. Beside him sat a fox. “I know where she 
lives.” said the fox. 


Axel gaped wide-eyed at the fox. He had heard tales of talking animals, but had 
only half believed them and certainly never dreamed that he should ever talk to one 
himself! It was a long pause before he finally asked “Would you take me to her?” 


The fox took on a sly look in the way that only foxes can. “A fox does nothing 
without payment.” 


Axel said “I have but one silver mark and I need it to pay the wise woman!” 


A foxy eyebrow was raised “What on Earth would I want money for? I’m a fox, a 
creature of the forest. We do not live by exchanging bits of metal.” 


“But I have nothing else!” 
“That is a lie, lad. I smell bacon.” 
Axel smiled. “You want bacon?” 


“Who does not want bacon? Give me a rasher of bacon and I shall take you to 
her right away!” The fox consumed the bacon with great gusto and then led the boy 
to a small cottage that was only a short distance away. Axel realized that there 
must be some sort enchantment that hid the house from the senses until you were 
right near it for there was a yard full of noisy chickens and pungent smoke issuing 
from the chimney that he had been close enough to have smelled and yet he neither 
heard nor saw nor smelt until he was an arm’s length from the garden gate. 


The fox yipped and the woman came to the door. She motioned them both in to 
the yard. To Axel’s surprise, the woman did not seem old at all. She was in the 
prime of life and actually quite lovely. Her hair was blonde, her skin fair and 


unblemished. Her eyes were a deep green, her lips were as red as rosebuds. The lad 
was finding that he had forgotten why he was there. 


“What do you want, boy?” she asked sharply. 

Axel came to his senses. “Are you the Wise Woman of the Dark Wood?” 
“I am Zorya. Some people do call me the Wise Woman.” 

“T was told that you were old.” 


“T am old. I have lived here for hundreds of years. I know the secrets of every 
plant and animal here and I know which ones will keep me fresh and beautiful. 
That cannot be what you have come to me for. You do not need youth, you are 
barely even a man yet.” 


The boy explained that he loved a girl who could not leave her father’s house 
until he had a wife. 


Zorya nodded in understanding. “This hardly seems a matter requiring my 
attention.” 


“T have not told all. He is aman of many cranks and crotchets, difficult and 
sometimes irascible. Were he a rich man that might make little difference, but he is 
not.” 


Again Zorya nodded. “So what is it you think he needs?” 
“A love potion! A sovereign charm to bring him a bride!” 


The woman laughed merrily. Again Axel could not help but reflect on how 
lovely she was. “How young you are!” She exclaimed. “Love will not keep a 
woman beneath his roof. I shall make him a charm to attract wealth, then all of the 
eligible women in the district, both young and old shall wish to be his bride and he 
shall have his pick of them!” 


This struck Axel as terribly perverse, but he took it that she knew of what she 
spoke. “You are the wise woman...” he said. 


“This will take some time. Come into my house and be at ease.” Axel came in. 
The house was warm and comfortable and the air inside was redolent with the 
aroma of herbs of all sorts. She made for him a cup of herbal broth “This will ease 
your spirits.” She said. He drank as he watched her go about preparing the charm, 
struck by the grace with which she moved and found himself pleasantly aroused. 


Before too long she presented him with a small linen bag tied shut with a piece 
of twine. “Place this in the pocket of the old man’s coat and he shall gain in 
wealth” 


“That is all?” Asked Axel. 
“Tt shall perform as I have said.” 
“Thank you!” Said Axel. 


“There is of course the matter of my fee.” Axel quickly produced his single 
silver mark. Zorya raised an eyebrow. “You are joking, lad. You have come to me 
for a charm to change lives and expect to pay but a single mark? My fee 
is thirty silver marks!” 


Axel seemed to shrink a little. “It is all I have. It took me months to save!” He 
shook his head in resignation. “I am sorry, I must turn it down and find some other 
way to make Rosza my bride.” 


The wise woman’s expression darkened. “You do not understand. The charm 
has been set, the fee must be paid.” Her countenance relaxed somewhat. “Perhaps 
we can reach an agreement.” 


“An agreement? Of what sort?” 


“T live alone in the Dark Wood seeing few other people, but I have the desires 
of a woman. I would enjoy a fine young man like you as my lover.” 


Axel was excited by the offer as he had found himself aroused by Zorya, but he 
said, “No! It is Rosza I love!” 


“And Rosza you shall have. I will require only two days out of every year, the 
longest and the shortest, the rest you shall spend with your Rosza.” 


Axel looked upon the beautiful witch and felt his desire grow stronger. “This 
shall be our contract!” He said. 


“Then let us affirm the contract!” and she took him to her bed. 
Hours later she sent him on his way saying, “I shall see you at the solstice!” 
Zorya had tired him greatly and he only wished to be home soon as possible. 


He met the fox who guided him home for the price of another rasher of bacon 
and was soon asleep in his own bed. 


The charm worked. Axel had Rosza place it in the pocket of her father’s coat 
and a day later he plowed up a bag of gold in his field. Soon widows were calling 
upon him to make him meals and local wives were bringing their daughters to meet 
him. Before two months had passed he was married to a pretty young woman and 
Rosza and Axel were making wedding plans of their own. Because Rosza’s family 
now had money, they were married in the cathedral rather than the tiny local 
church. 


There was coming a deep cold winter, and Axel remembered his obligation. 
Upon the shortest day of the year he set out into the Dark Wood and found Zorya’s 
house. 


Upon his return, Rosza asked where he had been. He told her only part of the 
truth. “I went pay the Wise Woman. I could not afford your father’s charm so she 
agreed to take payment over time. I now bring partial payment every solstice.” 


This explanation satisfied Rosza who trusted her husband. “But look! You have a 
gray hair.” 


ce 


twas the cold, no doubt.” He said. 


Axel and Rosza had a happy life and soon a child and then another. Axel would 
go at each solstice to visit Zorya the Wise Woman to be intoxicated by her 
pleasures. Every time upon his return Rosza would notice another gray hair or a 
wrinkle upon his face. At one summer solstice he lay beside Zorya nigh drenched 
in sweat following their union. “Woman, you shall make an old man of me!” 


“ “tis true enough I shall, for every time you lay with me I take two years from 
your life.” 


Axel sat up. “What?” 


“Look upon me, do I not appear young and fair? I am centuries old, but the seed 
of young men rejuvenate me. The calendar may make you twenty and five, but 
your body is that of a man of forty years. You shall come to me one time for every 
piece of silver you owe.” 


“You never told me that!” 


“You were disinclined to ask! You wanted your Rosza and you also wanted to 
experience my flesh. You took little convincing, no boy ever takes much!” 


“T shall visit you no more.” 


“You shall or you will forfeit your wife’s love. It is within my power to turn her 
from you.” 


Axel could not abide the thought of losing his Rosza. He continued to visit the 
witch at each solstice and he aged four times as quickly as Rosza. By the time he 
was twenty-seven he could have easily been taken for her father. By the time he 
was thirty-two, her grandfather. 


There came a day when the witch told Axel, who was now bent and walked with 
acane, his debt was paid. “You have served me well, but now you are quite 
spent.” She said. “I must find another young lad now.” 


Dejected by the price he had paid, Axel turned to leave the house of the witch of 
the Dark Wood when a thought occurred to him. “When I first came to you, you 
suggested that I might be seeking youth. Is that something you can provide?” 


“Such a stupid boy! It took you this long to ask? Yes. It is quite expensive 
though. I don’t even use it myself because the world is full lustful boys like you 
who it is so easy and pleasant to draw life force from. A gold crown for every five 
years you wish to have back!” 


Axel needed to be thirty years younger to be the same age as Rosza. A lord 
would stop short at paying that price. 


That night he spoke to Rosza. “I fear for you and our children that I may leave 
you too soon. The Witch can restore my youth, but I need six gold crowns!” 


“Six crowns! How shall we get it? Perhaps my father.” 
“Your father has only the gold he plowed from his field all those years ago.” 


“And he has never plowed it since! He immediately settled down to live the life 
of a man of means.” 


That night Rosza went and took her father’s coat which still had the money 
drawing charm in its pocket and gave it to Axel who took a plow to their own field 
while wearing it and plowed up a bag of gold! He took six pieces to the Witch who 
restored his youth using a complicated concoction of herbs. 


This might have been the end of it, but the witch was annoyed at having been 
outsmarted and determined to make Axel and Rosza pay for it. 


One day when Axel had gone on an errand to Hollendorf city, the witch came to 
their cottage and rapped upon the door. When Rosza answered she saw a fine lady, 
for the witch had disguised herself as such. “Sweet young wife”, she said, “I have 
traveled many leagues and have many more to go, may I water my horse at your 
trough?” 


Rosza agreed being much taken by the lady’s beauty and regal bearing. Having 
watered her horse she said, “I must reward your kindness! She pulled a small 
pouch from her bosom. “This is a rare tea that comes from the Far East! Let me 
make you some.” 


Soon Rosza was sipping the strange brew which made her feel oddly warm and 
light headed. “This is wonderful!” she said. She was feeling quite giddy now. 


“You are so very pretty!”, observed the witch, “Such lovely skin. It would give 
me great joy to kiss your cheek.” 


Rosza blushed, but was very flattered by the witch’s complements and turned 
her cheek to her. 


At that moment Axel returned and he immediately recognized the lady sitting in 
his cottage as the Witch of the Dark Wood. “Rosza!” he cried, “Do not let her 
touch you, for she shall steal your youth!” Rosza lept up from her chair and darted 
away. 


The witch turned upon Axel. “You have known the pleasure of my touch, would 
you not feel it once more?” 


Axel responded by picking up an axe and dispatching the witch immediately. As 
life left her she aged centuries until she had crumbled completely to dust before 
their eyes. 


Rosza looked long and hard at Axel “Known the pleasure of her touch?” she 
asked. 


“Witches lie.” He said softly, but it carried no weight of conviction. 


“True enough, witches lie. Do husbands lie also?” 


“T have not lied, nor have I been complete in my truth. I acted not for my own 
pleasure, but for your well-being.” 


“And almost deprived your children of a father far too early!” 


“Please forgive your foolish husband.” 


“Once I shall forgive, twice I shall not. Best you learn to be wise. Only that and 
love shall keep me beneath your roof.” 


And so Axel and Rosza lived a long and full life and grew old together in the 
district of Hollendorff. 


s) 
The Mystery Computer 


I 


Radarman to the Rescue! 
Chapter 
9 


Rhonda arrived back at the beach house just a few moments too 
late, for it was already in the process of being consumed by one 
of the gigantic mutants. This one looked like it might possibly 
have been the result of the mating of a bat and a squid which it 
likely was, and of course it was at least then thousand times the 
size of either of its parents. She decided to get back in her car 
and move on before the monster spotted her. 

She had to review in her mind as to how her father had gotten 
so far out of control. Was it less than a year ago that he had 
been regarded as the world's greatest fertility specialist? Now 
he was the world's most wanted criminal and apparently not even 
Radarman could find him. Rhonda's father had searched for the 
solution that would allow childless couples to finally achieve their 
dream of parenthood. Not only did he seek to give them babies, 
but big healthy babies. She comforted herself with the notion 
that he probably didn't expect his serum to enable the mating of 
any two organisms regardless of sex or species or that the 
offspring would always grow at least as big as a house. Least of 
all, she prayed he had no idea that these creatures would hunger 
for human flesh exclusively and have an instinctive desire to 
smash cities. Even if he didn't know these things, it seemed 
careless of him to have simply poured his samples down the sink. 


She was forced from her reflections and off the road by a 
rampaging Grasshopper-mouse the size of an airliner that was 
tearing its way into a shopping mall and hundreds of people fled in 
mindless terror. The grasshopper-mouse was briskly gobbling up 
the slower ones. The pokey little Ford Escort wasn't going to be a 
solid or swift enough vehicle. She saw a Hummer parked in the 
mall lot and ran toward it. Since she had been forced to change 
cars so frequently in the last few weeks, her skills were well 
honed and she had the Humm-vee hot-wired in mere seconds. She 
had to get back to Waterbury, if there still was a Waterbury and 
find Jim! He was the only person who knew how to contact 
Radarman. 

Since the mutants had eaten most of the army, Radarman was 
the only force in the world that could confront these creatures 
successfully. Even that mighty being, however, might not be able 
to prevent more from being born. Rhonda sped off between two 
of the grasshopper-mouse’s six furry legs with the gas pedal to 
the floor. 

In Waterbury, Jim Baskin had run to the roof of the Star- 
Sentinel building to get a better view of the city. Four immense 
bunnyhogs were working their way up 19" street although one of 
them had stopped to do battle with a gorillachicken that had 
resulted in the complete destruction of Oddfellows hall. 
Thankfully, most of the people had been evacuated from that 
part of town so most of the creatures were just sniffing around. 
He wished his car had not been destroyed by the manduck. The 
bizarre catholicity of sexual attraction had not effected him as 
it had the rest of nature, so it was difficult for him to imagine 
having the sort of desires that would lead to the conception of 
such a creature as nature now suddenly seems to allow. He 
assumed that his microwave charged blood was not susceptible to 
the same malign influences. 


He had to protect the city! He touched his ring and spoke the 
word. “KLYSTRONI!!!" He was surrounded by the familiar 
energetic discharge that altered his very atoms and where once 
had stood an ordinary science teacher was now the astounding 
RADARMAN! He leapt from the roof held aloft by the power of 
Radion energy and he scanned the horizon with a powerful radar 
field. As he found the mutant that was closest to him, a sixty 
foot tall rosebush-dog. The creature was loathsome beyond 
description and Radarman was consumed with disgust. He 
directed a stream of microwaves at the heart of the creature 
which barked and whined and fell over onto a gasoline truck that 
exploded upon impact sending flaming petals everywhere. The 
superhero moved on the next mutant, a snailgiraffe, and was 
about to engage it in battle when he spotted the red Hummer 
making its way up Industrial Parkway. Flying high over the city, 
Radarman scanned the vehicle and, to his horror, discovered that 
the driver was Rhonda! He dove down to street level and landed in 
front of the car which slowed to a stop. Rhonda leapt out of the 
car and ran toward him. 

“Radarman! Thank God!" 

“Rhond....er, Miss Grant! Why are you here? It's simply not 
safel" 

"I need your help, Jim Baskin is somewhere in Waterbury! We 
were separated when a squirellswan destroyed the TV studio in 
Oakville!” 

"Jim is safe, Miss Grant. I got him out of here." 

“Where is he? I must find him!" 

The electromagnetic paladin hesitated for just a second. “He is 
ina secret lab working on an antidote to the fertility serum. In 
the meantime, I'm trying to find your father and save as many 
lives as I can." Yet again, Radarman wondered why he kept up the 
charade of a double life. Rhonda was his fiancée after all, but he 


still harbored the fear that she would consider him a freak if she 
knew. 

His musings were interrupted by an awful roar from the 
snailgiraffe as it crawled toward them along the highway. From 
the opposite direction came a mushroomcow. Radarman picked up 
Rhonda and lifted into the sky just as the two hideous mutants 
collided. With his left hand, he sent a blast of microwaves against 
them and something strange took place. The two evil beasts 
vibrated and then seemed to liquefy and flow into one another 
forming a towering mound of raw protoplasm. Then the mound 
started to bud off pieces that were living creatures having the 
characteristics of both mutants. In mere seconds there was a 
herd of mushroomcowgiraffesnails milling about and rapidly 
increasing in size. “This is an unanticipated development." Said 
Radarman. 

“T'll say! I have my father's notebooks, but they're in the car in 
the middle of all those mutants." 

"I have to go and get them!" Radarman flew Rhonda to the top 
of an office building and left her there safe for the moment and 
then headed back to the Hummer. He hovered over it and heated 
the air under it with a microwave beam slowly lifting the car into 
the air. Once it was high enough, he pushed it through the air to 
the top of the building where he had left Rhonda. 

In an office in the abandoned building, the super hero and the 
science reporter went over the books to see what they could find 
out. 

“This is astonishing!", Said Radarman, “According to this, the 
creatures we have encountered are only the beginning! The serum 
has effected all life ona molecular level. As of now any living 
species has been enabled to produce young with any other living 
species, and that is quite bizarre enough, but the serum will soon 
be affecting things on the sub-molecular level! When that 


|" 


happens, living things will be able to produce offspring with 
inanimate objects!" 

Rhonda was perplexed. “Inanimate? You mean a frog could 
successfully mate with a saxophone, for instance?" 

“Precisely! And it won't end there. The serum is designed to also 
act at the conceptua/ \evel!" 

“Pardon?” 

"A living thing or a non-living thing will be able to produce young 
with abstract concepts!" 

“Huh? Do you mean that we could see a hybrid of a footstool 
and justice? A hamster and algebra? A dog and doggedness? " 

“And each and every one of them hungering for human flesh! 
Terrifying, eh? This must be stopped! The entire universe is 
threatened if there is a general breakdown in the differences 
between one thing and another." 

Rhonda had imagined many ways in which the world might come 
to an end, but this had not been one of them. They both sat fora 
moment in silence when suddenly, the window exploded inward. 


Dave slapped the manuscript down on his desk top. “Are you serious? I 
mean are you just going to write stuff for five-year-olds for the rest of your 
life?” He had never liked this particular vein in my work, but he kept buying 
it because readers seemed to enjoy it. My ex-roommate had primed the 
pump a bit with the letters to the editor but there were a bunch of legit ones 
as well. 

“T always wanted to grow up to be a ‘30’s pulp novelist, but I was born 
too late.” 

“T think you do this isolated chapter thing as just a cheap device so that 
you don’t have to write things with a beginning, middle and an end, or even 
have to make much sense.” 

“So what’s your point?” I smirked. 

He frowned. “Don’t be such a wise-ass. I’m trying to give you some 
career advice here.” 

“Hey, I gave you the rat story, didn’t I?” That had been a tough one to 
write. I didn’t come off looking all that good in it and it was based on an 


experience that still gave me the occasional nightmare. “Look, are you 
gonna run it or not?” I could afford to be a little flippant with him because I 
didn’t need the money and I was posting most stuff on my website. 

The truth is that I had lots of time to write now because I didn’t have to 
work for a living anymore. I received a check for six thousand dollars the 
first business day of every month from a trust fund that had been set up by 
the aforementioned ex-roommate, a remarkable woman named Klutig 
Alshoin, known to the world as “Amy Camus.” She had visited our age from 
the fifty-thousandth century or so. While deciding if she wanted to rule the 
world or simply go home, she made a lot of money, all of which is now ina 
foundation that, among many other things, sends me money. 

Dave looked at me with a slight curl of his lip. “Yeah, I’ll run it, but this 
stuff is getting tired. You really ought to stretch yourself as writer, work 
outside your comfort zone.” 

“My whole career is based on being a hack. Why mess with a good 
thing?” This was stupid. I was just taunting him for the pure pleasure of it. 

“Yeah, yeah. I know, but you have so many good stories in you. You 
don’t have to do this stuff.” 

I could have gone back and forth with him all afternoon, but what was the 
point? I split and let him get on with his day. 

When I got home, Bunny was singing and dancing along with the 
mystery computer. 


Hey my cakewalking ragtime baby! 
Come on give me a whirl, 
I know you won’t say maybe, 
‘cause you’re a modern kind of girl! 


The “Mystery Computer” used to belong to Klutig. I didn’t know the 
password to log onto it and its operating system had been so hacked and 
modified that I didn’t know how to work it even if I could. She had made a 
special screen-saver to entertain Bunny and he got sulky when I turned it off 
so I just left it on for him. It is connected to the Internet and seems to be a 
server of some sort with its own account paid for by the Camus Foundation, 
Whenever I turn it off, I get a polite call from the IT guy at the foundation 
asking me to turn it back on. 

Bunny is an alien half animal/half plant monster from another dimension 
that happens to be my pet and he loves ragtime. More about him a little later. 


Klutig had now been gone for four months, but she was still a force in 
many lives. Shortly after she vanished from our world, her CD was released 
and a couple of videos of her performing became an Internet phenomenon. 
She had a remarkable voice that was capable of sounds no other person 
could make and had a range of over eight octaves. Her sudden rise to 
corporate power and even more sudden disappearance made her into a much 
discussed cult figure. Theories abounded about where she went ranging from 
being rubbed out by the Mafia to kidnap by aliens. The idea that she might 
have traveled five million years into the future to rejoin her tribe of super- 
intelligent cave-people was not among the popular speculations. In this case 
truth is so much stranger than fiction that no one even considered it. The 
Camus Foundation denies all rumors equally. I was unaware if they had 
been actually made privy to the truth about Amy. 

My friend Jerry actually has a better connection with the Camus 
Foundation than I do. They also pay him a monthly stipend like me and he 
has an on again, off again relationship with the foundation’s Chief Operating 
Officer, Katie Babcock. She was only twenty-four years old and had gotten 
the job because she had been Klutig’s executive assistant at Dynomex 
Corporation. She’s a cute little blonde with a boundless energy that tends to 
drive Jerry a little nuts because she just doesn’t slow down. He’ Il break it off 
with her for a while, but he always goes back. He says that the sex is 
fantastic and that she will do anything in bed. I’Il bet it is; she certainly 
seems enthusiastic enough. 

Bunny continued to sing and soft-shoe in the living room while I checked 
my email. Aside from several messages from people I didn’t know who 
thought my penis was either too small or too limp, there was a notice from 
Janine, Katie’s secretary at the Foundation that Katie would like me to drop 
by the next day. The Camus Foundation kept its headquarters in New Haven, 
but I wasn’t worried about how I was going to get there. Katie always sends 
a car when she wants to see me or Jerry. In my case it was usually about 
some reference in the many digital pages of notes for the Foundation left 
behind by “Amy Camus.” In Jerry’s case, the occasion was usually a 
“nooner.” 

The Katie Babcock that I met in her office in New Haven was different 
from the woman I first met working for Dynomex as Klutig’s assistant. For 
one thing, she wasn’t buzzing around like a worker bee and constantly 
talking into a headset. For another, she was dressed a lot better. Every inch 
of her diminutive frame looked the perfect executive. She even wore heels 
that brought her up to a full five-foot-two. She offered me coffee which I 


accepted and then got right to the point. “Some one has been logging onto 
Amy’s computer at your place.” 

“No way. No one I know knows the password. Why, is something 
wrong?” 

“That machine contains all of Miss Camus’ original research or links to 
where she had saved it on various servers around the world. All of that 
material is the intellectual property of the Camus Foundation and we are 
more than a little worried that some of it might get out.” 

“Well, it’s not me.” 

“T never thought it was you.” 

“Then who?” 

“Bunny.” 

“You’re crazy. I don’t think that Bunny is even as intelligent as a chimp.” 

“Amy taught him to sing and dance, maybe she also taught him to do 
simple things with the computer.” 

I was highly puzzled to say the least. Bunny certainly came from a race of 
beings that were the intellectual equal of humans, but he had bad genetics 
being the product of a same sex mating. Bunny was a buju and bujus can do 
that but it wasn’t exactly eugenic. That alone was sufficient to ensure low 
intelligence, and adding that to having been raised in the alien conditions of 
Earth made him a less than exemplary specimen of his species. He was a 
dwarf stunted both physically and mentally. “I really doubt that.” 

“Internet logs show that the user has been investigating bujus, Moof and 
Air Force records on the Buju War. The user has also managed to hack into 
the files on the home computer belonging to Dr. Charles Hines.” 

“Charlie!” 

Katie raised an eyebrow. “So you know Dr. Hines?” 

“Yeah. You never read my piece in the Cambridge Invasion?” 

“T really don’t have much time for Sunday supplement stuff. I saw Lauren 
Vrabec’s report on it on the This Morning Show. It was an amazing piece of 
investigative reporting!” I had been instrumental in exposing the Air Force’s 
secret war against Bunny’s home world with the sometimes willing 
cooperation of Charlie Hines and the consistently reluctant help of local tv 
newswoman, Lauren Vrabec. In the end, Charlie had accused me of 
destroying what little was left of his reputation. Lauren went on to get a 
plum job with the network. I was not currently on good terms with either one 
of them. 

I ground my teeth only a little as I said,” ’ll fax you a copy.” I guess I 
was going to have to attempt to have a deep discussion with Bunny even 
though I had previously thought that he was utterly incapable of such a 


thing. “Maybe we should just unplug the Mystery Computer from the 
internet.” 

“Mystery Computer?” 

“Amy’s computer.” 

“T don’t know if that will be a solution. Bunny might gain access 
somewhere else that we won’t be able to track him.” 

“Just how smart do you think he is, anyway?” 

“We don’t know, but keeping an eye on his activities seems like the best 
course of action. Do us a favor and don’t alter how you relate to Bunny for 
the time being.” 

Suspicion, just what I needed to make my life perfect. Sheesh. How was 
I supposed to pretend when I thought Bunny was way smarter than he 
apparently pretended to be? Was I really being made a fool of by a singing 
houseplant? 

When I got home, I found bunny singing along with the Mystery 
Computer. 


I want hear the coyotes howlin' 
while the sun sets in the west 
I want to be a cowboy's sweetheart 
In the land I love the best 


By the time I remembered what came next, it had already started, Bunny 
was yodeling. This sound was disconcerting enough coming from a human 
being, but in Bunny’s bizarre, buzzy voice it was truly disquieting and 
strange. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Every 
dog in the neighborhood started barking and my upstairs neighbor started 
pounding on the floor. “Allright, alright!” I shouted and then to Bunny, 
“Shut the hell up!” 

Bunny jumped. He hadn’t heard me come in and I didn’t usually yell at 
him. “Hi Jake!” he said in a jittery voice. “What’s up?” 

“You’re giving the heebie-jeebies to the whole neighborhood is what’s 
up! No more yodeling!” 

He jumped up and down merrily singing “Heebie-jeebies! Heebie- 
jeebies!” 

“Knock it off! You’re gonna get me evicted one of these days! Just pick a 
quieter song, o.k.?” 

“O.k., Jake!” Within a couple of minutes he was happily crooning You 
made me love you while prancing around the room like some insanely 
misshapen parody of Fred Astair. 


I went into the kitchen and poured myself two fingers of Bruichladdich 
over an ice cube and stared into space as I pondered what Katie had told me. 
Bunny sure didn’t seem too smart. He could repeat song lyrics and use about 
a hundred words properly, but a talented parrot could do that. There is no 
way he could do research on the internet. No way. Period. Something else 
was going on. 

That evening I was caught up watching a particularly good episode of 
MYTHBUSTERS. Adam and Jamie were taking on the idea of building a 
nuclear weapon from plans found on the internet. They managed to build 
and test all of the electronic and mechanical components easily enough and 
built a facility for handling the Plutonium that Grant, Tory and Kari were 
busy trying to obtain from a shady character with strange tattoos called 
“Lev” in Uzbekistan. They had just settled on an undisclosed cash amount 
plus a “personal service” from Kari (which was neither shown nor 
described) when I was interrupted by a strange sound from the other room. 

The Mystery Computer was spewing out a string of odd noise to that 
Bunny was listening with rapt attention. It suddenly struck me that what I 
was hearing was Klutig Alshoin’s native language! Bunny reached over to 
the keyboard with one of his bracts and hit a couple of keys. Suddenly the 
weird interface of Klutig’s computer came up and several working windows 
were flashing with rapid-fire data. Uh-oh. “Hey, Bunny!” I said. He must 
have jumped three feet. I guess he thought that the sound was high enough 
on the TV that I wouldn’t notice what he was up to. “What are you doing?” 

“Talk to Jake...lady Jake.” 

For some reason, Bunny could not assign more than one personal name. 
His whole species was like that, so he called everyone “Jake.” When he said 
“lady Jake” he meant Klutig. “Klutig isn’t here anymore. That’s just her 
computer.” 

“She’s in it, Jake. Lady Jake is in it.” 

This was a weird assertion even coming from Bunny. “I’m sorry, Bunny, 
but Klutig is gone. She isn’t in the computer.” 

“Ts.” He sounded so firm. 

“How did you log onto to it anyway?” I wasn’t really expecting a 
coherent answer. 

The answer came from the computer, not Bunny. “I showed him how.” 
The voice was very similar to Klutig’s, but clearly synthesized. Holy shit! 
“Klutig>?” 

“Not really. I’m an artificial intelligence running on the Camus 
Foundation server. I contain sort of a hologram of part of Klutig Alshoin’s 


mind. The computer isn’t really powerful enough to reproduce her 
personality well.” 

“What are you doing with Bunny?” 

“Just entertaining him. Nothing sinister.” There was a very realistic ironic 
smirk in its voice. 

I needed another drink. I went into the living room to pour some more 
scotch. On the TV, Adam and Jamie were wearing dark goggles as hellfire 
exploded on the Black Rock desert. A remote camera recorded “Buster” 
being vaporized a split second before it went offline. Damn, it 
worked...myth plausible. 

When I came back, Bunny was showing some dance steps to the 
computer. I interrupted them. “Katie had me down to her office to ask 
questions about Bunny using the computer. I swore to her that it was 
impossible. Why didn’t you let me in on this?” 

“Tt took a while for the artificial intelligence to mature and this local 
machine exists pretty much just to keep Bunny company. When you came 
in, I directed more resources to it. We could have a better conversation at the 
foundation headquarters. Why don’t you come down tomorrow? You can 
bring Jerry too. We will send a car.” 

“Does Katie know about you?” 

“A little. She thinks I’m just clever software, which I am, but she doesn’t 
know exactly how clever.” 

Bunny was jumping from one foot to the other like a four-year-old who 
has to pee. “Sing! Sing!” 

“You had better let me finish with Bunny. The car will come tomorrow 
around noon.” 

I just left the room. It’s amazing how used to stuff like this I had become. 

“_,.and remember,” said the television, “don’t try this at home, ever. 
We’re professionals.” 

From the other room came crooning by the little monster from another 
universe. 

“Every cloud must have a silver lining 
Wait until the sun shines through...” 
Jeez... 


II 


Jerry was already in the limo when I got there. There were nice 
sandwiches and cold beers for us in the car, which was pretty considerate of 
the Foundation seeing as they scheduled us for lunchtime. 

I asked Jerry, “So, you got a call, I take it?” 

“An email signed ‘Amy Camus’! What gives?” 

“Bunny has been logging onto the Mystery Computer and talking with an 
artificial intelligence that is based on Klutig.” 

“Since when can Bunny use a computer?” 

“Oy! Don’t get me started! Bottom line is we should get the lowdown on 
everything when we get to the Foundation.” 

“Fair enough. Hey, ya wanna hear something weird?” 

“You got something I would consider weird? By all means, lay it on me!” 

“T had a dream that I was on a city bus, but I didn’t recognize the city I 
was in. It was all modernistic with spindly towers and monorails that ran 
through tubes up in the air. There were really sleek zeppelins and 
rocketships and people with jetpacks all over the place. A lot of people on 
the street rode things that looked like a combination of a bicycle and a 
surfboard that glided a few inches off the ground. The whole thing looked 
like ‘40’s science fiction art or maybe the bottle city of Kandor.” 

“Wow!” 

““Wow’ is right, pal! But you wanna know what the real weird thing 
was?” 

“Hit me.” 

“All of the decorations and clothing on people had sort of African motifs. 
Like all of the shirts were kind of like dashikis and all the men wore those 
little African style hats. All the buildings were painted in these bright colors! 
You don’t realize how much gray and tan dominate our urban landscape 
until you see what it would be like with bright red or green buildings! 
Anyway, I didn’t know where the hell I was so I went up to the driver to ask 
him and when I get there I recognize him as Sun Ra! He is wearing that 
chain mail cap and a gold cape and instead of a steering wheel there is an 
electronic keyboard like an electric piano or a synth or something! I realize 
that what I had thought was the sounds of the traffic all around us was 
actually coming from him! He was making them all on the keyboard! I blew 
my mind! I said, ‘Where the hell are we, man?’ He said ‘Take a look’ and 
reached over and pulled up a window shade that I now realized had simply 
had the scene outside painted on it! Outside the real window was the same 
futuristic city in bombed out ruins. ‘It’s after the end of the world, don’t you 


know that yet?’ He said. He handed me a banana and a tambourine and 
kicked me out the door. I wandered the rubble strewn streets until I came 
upon a pile of Hostess Twinkies that where alive and all started talking to 
me at once beseeching me not to eat them and making claims that they were 
poison, had razor blades hidden in them or were political prisoners of 
conscience and other shit like that. I wasn’t fooled and proceeded to gorge 
myself until I woke up. Weird, huh?” 

“Yep, that’s pretty weird. What do you think it means?” 

“T dunno. I don’t think most dreams mean anything in particular, they’re 
just leftover images from our waking lives. Some people think they are the 
mental equivalent of the thin film left in the glass after you drank all the 
milk. Then again, they could be television from another dimension.” 

“Sometimes I think that myself, but my dreams are dull, while yours are 
rich and detailed and seem to be steeped in symbolism.” 

“Symbolism? What do you think could have possibly been symbolic 
about that dream?” 

I had to pause to gather my thoughts, and then I said, “The bus is life, the 
life of a human being. What he sees out the window is his internal 
perception of the outside world, perhaps some sort of idealization of the 
world. Some people would be tempted to say that the driver is God, but I 
would tend to identify him with the various people who set themselves up as 
guides in the lives of individuals. Parents, clergymen, politicians, bosses, 
etcetera. In the end, these people are revealed to be showing a false vision of 
the world and then cruelly abandon us to it, kicking us out into it with only a 
metaphoric banana and tambourine, they represent concepts like religion or 
patriotism, items of dubious utility in dealing with the world’s harsh 
realities.” 

Jerry grinned indulgently. “What about the Twinkies?” 

“The Twinkies are the millions of mixed messages that we are given in 
life. Some things are poison but claim to be nourishing, some are nourishing, 
but we think they are poison, but we can only really know by eating the 
Twinkie.” 

“But aren’t Twinkies basically poison anyway?” 

“That’s the thing! These claims mask the fact that it’s all poison!” 

“Wow, that’s a darker interpretation than I expected.” 

“Hey, I’m moody and complex.” 

“Bullshit. You’re happy and simple.” 

“Yeah, ya got me there. Is there any more beer?” 

We made good time and were in New Haven by around quarter of two. 
Katie met us outside. Apparently things had been happening that they had 


not been completely prepared for at the Foundation. “We are perplexed to 
say the least and hoped that you guys could shed some light on recent 
events.” It was such a curiously neutral statement. It was as if it had been 
carefully crafted to require the most information while revealing as little as 
possible. 

“That’s a curiously neutral statement.” I said. “It’s almost as if it had 
been carefully crafted to require the most information while revealing as 
little as possible.” 

As Katie led us out of the lobby into a wing of the building I had never 
been in, she said. “I’m sorry. I’m so used to talking to the press. The 
mainframe computers carry software that was designed by Miss Camus as 
does the desktop you have in your apartment. There has been increased 
automatic interaction between the machines including yours. The ones here 
are connected with prototyping equipment.” 

“What do you mean, ‘prototyping equipment’?” Asked Jerry. 

“Sort of like printers, but they can produce parts in three dimensions. 
They are in light plastic, but they can be used to make molds. We have 
learned that the computers occasionally produce useful things on their own. 
We had assumed that they were made from stored templates, but they have 
become increasingly complex.” 

“How complex?” I asked. 

Katie opened a door and ushered us in. “You be the judge.” She said. 

What looked like a spindly man with a skull for a head in a suit of ivory 
colored plastic armor stood up from a chair and said “Great! You were able 
to come!” It was thin, a little too thin in places. This was no human in a suit; 
it was a robot, an incredibly advanced one. It strode toward us with a hand 
extended. Its motions were as fluid as that of a real person. “Welcome both 
of you!” It said as it shook both me and Jerry’s hand. Its hand was cool and 
resilient on the back side and textured and rubbery on the palm side. The 
voice was well modulated and female in tone, but the pronunciation was 
imperfect. 

I said to Katie. “It acts like it knows us.” 

The robot said. “I’m a she not an it and you can talk directly to me and 
yes, I do know you. I am an analog of Amy Camus, I just don’t have my 
skin yet.” Indeed not. What a face! Aside from cheeks made from some sort 
of stretchy material, it was basically a skull made from a large number of 
plastic parts put together with an uncountable number of tiny nylon screws, 
but the teeth and the inside of the mouth cosmetically resembled that of a 
living human. Similarly, the astonishingly natural looking eyes were set in 
their sockets in a moist looking pink rubbery substance. The skull-like 


surface was dotted with numerous shiny gold contacts and was penetrated 
here and there with a number of small sockets apparently designed to fit 
various cables. I would soon learn that there was more yet to be connected. 
It wasn’t that easy to understand when it spoke. There was a bothersome 
clicking when the teeth made contact and I couldn’t tell the difference 
between its “b”, “p”, “d”, “t” sounds. The number of plugs and contacts on 
the face suggested that a lot of the mechanism involved in articulate speech 
we contained in the skin that was yet to come. 

“Klutig? No way!” The robot was a good deal shorter than the real Klutig 
who had been around six foot four. This humanoid mechanism was more the 
size of a typical human woman, about five foot seven. 

““Klutig?’ What’s ‘Klutig’?” Asked Katie. 

She didn’t know. Interesting. “Long story. Maybe later.” 

Katie said. “Definitely later. The computer prototyped all of the parts and 
printed assembly instructions unprompted about ten days ago. She started 
talking as soon as the core systems were installed. Requested to see you 
guys right away. We had to get the skin molded out of town, but it should be 
here today.” 

I asked the Amy-bot, “Should she know everything?” 

“T was planning on telling her.” 

I paused for a few seconds to gather my thoughts. Weirder and weirder. 
“So...an, um...android.” 

The Amy-bot’s eyes met mine. They were eerily human although lidless 
save for a thin flicking metal bar that I guessed a lid of skin was intended to 
be attached to. They were green as Klutig’s had been. I noticed that the 
pupils dialated in response to different light levels. “Gynoid.” It said. 

“Eh?” 

“Gynoid. I’m a female.” 

“Right.” 

“Fully functional.” 

“You can have children?” Asked Jerry incredulously. 

The Amy-bot laughed. It was a perfectly realistic sound. It pointed to its 
lower abdomen which was a “six-pack” of interlocking gray plastic plates. 
“Not out of here of course, but I can make others. When everything is 
properly installed, I will, however, be able to fuck.” 

At this point Katie blushed to a deep crimson and giggled nervously. 
“Wow!” She said. “This is all new to us too. She is full of surprises.” 

Jerry nodded his head and smiled. “Coolsville!” He said. 

I was a little exasperated. I definitely recognized Klutig’s personality in 
the robot. I seriously had doubts that anyone would be tempted into erotic 


contact with this thing. “Now I know that you are not just a complicated sex 
toy.” 

“Of course not, I am just intended to be as much like a real human being 
as possible. I can eat too.” 

“Really. What happens to the food?” 

“T use it as fuel, just like you. I make poo, but it’s not like your poo. More 
like ash.” 

Katie said, “You ought to see the mechanism. It alone is good for about 
forty patents! It takes any organic material and efficiently produces energy 
from it without pollution!” 

“Really?” 

“A small amount of carbon dioxide and methane, but my farts will never 
be as bad as yours.” 

“Hey!” I protested. Jerry started to laugh. “Shadup, you.” 

“It knows you, alright!” Said Jerry. He asked Katie, “So when the 
computer tells you to make something, you just do it?” 

“Why not? Every thing that Miss Camus ever came up with made 
money. This machine contains a huge number of technological advances and 
it’s not even finished yet! The Foundation is a non-profit, but we will soon 
be setting up corporation that will start manufacturing products based on 
Miss Camus’ work and it will change everything.” 

“Really.” I said. “Katie, are you really a business mogul?” 

“Tam.” Said the gynoid. 

“You’re going to put the robot in charge?” 

Katie looked a bit uncomfortable. “The mainframe computer has been the 
architect of all of our business plans anyway. The robot is just its humanoid 
interface. I’m still as in charge as I ever was, but really all I ever did was 
carry out what the computer outlined.” 

The robot bent to put itself eye to eye with Katie. “I’m a person damn it, 
not an interface. I’m also your boss.” It said. 

We were still there that afternoon when the skin arrived in a big wooden 
crate. There were actually three of them so there would be replacements on 
hand. They were packaged for shipping on inflatable plastic forms and I 
wasn’t as impressed with their appearance as I had expected to be. They 
looked like they were made of something that looked like silicone rubber 
and were oddly yellowish, like the skin of a corpse. 

When the one that was to be used was prepared, it was turned inside out 
through the mouth opening that was amply stretchy for the task and I saw 
that there were a number of plugs and cable connectors on the inside. This 
was not merely a passive rubber suit. 


The robot was helped by two technicians as the skin was first rolled over 
the feet. I noted that they had five toes with nicely pedicured looking nails. 
There were a number of small cable connections that were made as the skin 
was applied. It took over two hours of slowly pulling the skin over the 
robot’s body and plugging the robot or the skin into various pieces of test 
equipment along the way before the entire thing was in place and finally, 
there it stood complete. I really should say there she stood because now the 
being that stood before me was very obviously female. I guess beauty really 
is skin deep. She did resemble what Klutig Alshoin might have looked like if 
she had been a member of the species homo sapiens. Once attached to the 
robot, the skin took on a more natural color, in this case sort of a light 
“Hispanic” brown that pretty much exactly matched the color that Klutig had 
been. She had been given wavy chestnut hair cut shoulder length. The facial 
features suggested some sort of Mediterranean type. She appeared to be 
about thirty years old. Had I seen her in the street, I might have guessed she 
was Lebanese. 

She was really very attractive and of course, naked, very, very naked. It 
was So strange because it seemed like the last couple of hours had been spent 
“clothing” her and now she looked naked. I was for some reason made 
rather uncomfortable by that. I had gotten used to Klutig’s casual nudity sort 
of by knowing that she wasn’t exactly human. This machine was arguably 
far less human than Klutig, but her nudity seemed far more distracting. She 
looked like a nude human woman. I couldn’t help blushing as I asked Katie, 
“Don’t you have any clothes for her?” 

“What is your hurry?!” asked Jerry. “She isn’t cold and she’s very nice to 
look at!” 

“You’re embarrassed?” asked the Amy-bot as she smiled prettily. 

“Yeah. I’m a little embarrassed. You really look a lot like a real person.” 

She frowned. “I am a real person. I’m not a real human.” 

That didn’t help. I wasn’t prepared for that one. “I didn’t mean to 
offend...” I stammered. 

Jerry just started laughing. “Wow! It’s so nice to see things turned around 
a bit. I’m the one who usually overloads on the weirdness.” 

Amy-bot said, “Actually, I am a bit cold. The skin gives me tactile 
sensation.” 

“We have something for her.” said Katie and the robot was soon dressed 
in a pair of jeans, running shoes and a t-shirt with a Camus Foundation logo 
on the breast. I could tell that I was still going to be a bit uncomfortable until 
they found a bra for her. Jesus! When did I become such a prude? 


She didn’t look absolutely one-hundred percent human. If she were to 
stand perfectly still she would have looked like a very good wax museum 
display. At rest, her face seemed a bit doll-like, but in animated conversation 
it was easy to forget the slight deficiencies of her appearance. There were 
even color changes, slight flushing or blanching that we usually barely 
notice in others, but adds so much to the humanity of our features. I suppose 
that is what the active elements in the skin were for. 

Jerry asked, “So, do you have super powers? Can you lift up a truck or 
fly?” 

The Amy-bot laughed. “No, I can’t fly. I’m as strong as a healthy athletic 
woman but a little more damage resistant. That’s a good thing because I’m 
not self repairing like a human. If my skin gets more than a minor cut, it 
needs to be carefully repaired and depending on where that happens, it could 
be a complicated job. The skin on my hands and feet is highly reinforced to 
minimize that necessity. I can function for a long time without breathing. I 
only use air to speak and catalyze food. I can run for many hours just on my 
internal batteries. I can use anything organic for fuel.” 

Katie said “Those batteries, by the way, will also make a fortune for the 
new corporation. High output and very little waste heat. We are going to be 
bigger than Microsoft and General Motors put together!” 

The Amy-bot continued. “I can change the color of my skin at will.” She 
demonstrated this first by lightening to a Nordic light pink and then 
darkening to almost black giving her a south Indian appearance. “Or 
something more exotic.” She became first a blazing day-glow yellow and 
then an ultramarine blue. Suddenly, there were animated stars and fireworks 
on her face and just as suddenly it reverted to its normal coloring. 

I said. “I think that qualifies as a ‘super power’ Jerry.” 

Jerry gawked silently. 

The Amy-bot said. “I am independent from the mainframe computer, but I 
can connect with it automatically from wherever I can find a satellite.” 

I was a bit curious about the color changes. “Why can you do the skin 
thing?” 

“T’m a product, or rather; this type of robot is a potential product.” 

“But you are an intelligent being, a person, so you claim.” 

“We don’t intend to market the technology in this form. The market 
model will be far less autonomous and not have an ego and we’re going to 
lease them, not sell them. We do, however want them to be adaptable to the 
customer’s taste. Other models will be able to change height and girth to 
some degree.” 

Uh-oh. “That’s why you have the ability to have sex.” 


Katie was indignant. “Jake! We are not going to manufacture robot 
whores!” 

The Amy-bot said, “Why not, Katie? We could make them perform all 
kinds of services. Having sex with one would be no less moral than 
masturbation.” 

There was a Jot of Klutig in this creation. “Would having sex with you 
be masturbation?” I asked. 

“No,” said Amy-bot, “but I have a personality.” 

“Or an amazing simulation of one.” 

The robot looked truly offended. “How do you know your personality 
isn’t just a simulation?” Was that a tear I saw at the corner of her eye? 
Surely she wasn’t doing that just for rhetorical effect, was she? 

Jerry jumped in. “All right, let’s not have this get all heated. Jake, you 
see something sinister in everything!” 

Amy-bot said, “This body is a product, but my mind is a direct model of 
Klutig Alshoin’s.” 

Katie asked, “What in the hell are Klutig Alshoins?” 

I spoke quietly to Katie. “Can we get the technical staff to leave the 
room for a bit?” 

“T think they’re done for the time being, sure.” She asked the techs to 
take a break and then Jerry and I along with the Amy-bot told her the whole 
story. A lot of it had her looking very skeptical, especially the part about the 
duplicate me from the future. “This all sounds like a science fiction movie. 
A bad one.” She said. 

“Look around you, Katie!” I gestured toward the Amy-bot “Doesn’t 
this look like science fiction?” 

She looked at the Amy-bot. “Amy Camus came from five-million years 
in the future?” 

“Klutig Alshoin did. Jam Amy Camus. I have a version of Klutig’s 
personality and a great deal of her memory, but I can’t really think like she 
did. My brain is more like yours. I couldn’t invent something like me from 
scratch. I can’t even pronounce her native language or sing like her. 
Anything that Klutig learned before she left, I know, but anything I learn 
new I have to either have loaded from the computer or I will have to learn 
the way you people do.” 

“So that’s what you want us to call you,” I asked, “Amy Camus?” 

“Yes. Why? What were you planning on calling me?” 

“T was thinking of you as ‘Amy-bot’.” 

There was eye rolling all around the room. “Just ‘Amy’ is fine.” 


Katie set Jerry and me up in a hotel near the Yale campus. Around ten 
P.M. I became aware of Jerry and Katie having noisy sex in the room next 
door and decided to go down to the bar. The sounds of lovemaking in 
themselves are not so bothersome, but Katie was getting very high pitched, 
just short of something only a dog can hear. 

Once I had a dram of Lagovulin in front of me, I was able to properly 
ponder the day’s events. I realized that I had to stop thinking of the Amy-bot 
as an it rather than a she. I also had to stop thinking of her as Amy-bot rather 
than just Amy. As if I had somehow conjured her, she walked through the 
door, all made up and in a short black cocktail dress with stiletto heels. Oh, 
yeah...definitely a she. She waived and came over. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

She planted a kiss on my right cheek. Her lips were only slightly warmer 
than room temperature. “I wanted to talk with you in private. You’re my best 
friend.” 

“T was Klutig’s best friend.” 

“You’ll be mine too, just you wait and see. I really want to help you 
understand that I am a person.” 

“That takes a real leap of imagination, Amy. I have seen you in two 
incarnations and in both you have been like no one else in the world.” 

“You make that sound like something bad. Are you going to buy me a 
drink or what?” 

“Huh? Klutig never drank much. Alcohol didn’t affect her.” 

“Me either, but I like the social interaction that comes with it. Don’t get 
off the subject. Is it a bad thing that I’m unique?” 

I waived to the bartender. “Give the lady whatever she wants.” Amy 
ordered a vodka martini. “Of course there is nothing wrong with the fact that 
you are unique, it’s just that my life seems to be one of increasing chaos. 
You just represent something new and strange and with each new, strange 
thing, I become more inclined to seek the normal and comfortable.” 

“Oh yeah, this is all about Jake Zimmer.” She replied sarcastically. 

“No, no. I don’t think it’s all about me, but I do sort of feel like an 
innocent victim of circumstance. I thought that I was leading a sort of fun, 
non-conformist kind of life, then weird things started happening to me. The 
more that weird things happen, the more I feel like I just wish things were 
normal. Life is turning me into an uptight conservative. Before you know it 
I'll be wearing suits and going to church on Sunday.” 

“You think you want that, but why do you dream of the extraordinary? 
Why do you write science fiction if you are not at least a little xenophilic>?” 


“Dreaming of going to Mars from one’s armchair is not the same thing as 
going to Mars. One is a harmless recreation and the other a lengthy ordeal in 
which one’s life hangs in the balance every second.” 

“Being the president of our new corporation would not be quite so 
dangerous.” 

“Me?! Don’t be stupid! I’m no business man, I’m barely a writer.” 

“T may not have the mental gifts of the original Klutig, but I’m not stupid. 
I will run the nuts and bolts of the day to day business, but a human being is 
needed to have the appearance of being at the helm.” She looked into my 
eyes earnestly. God, she was lovely! A lovely plastic doll, I reminded 
myself. 

“So, I would just be the public face of the corporation?” 

“That and draw a comfortable salary. I don’t want a typical ‘business’ 
type. You have just the right eccentric look, not representing the stodgy old 
guard, but not flakey either.” 

I had to stop and think for a moment. “Just exactly how ‘comfortable’ are 
we talking here?” 

It was late so she came up to my room for the night to work at my laptop 
while I slept, at least that’s what she told me. As soon as she got through the 
door, she shed her dress the way Klutig used to. 

“No.” I said. “Please keep your clothes on.” 

“Why? It never used to bother you. Not much at least. I prefer to relax 
unclothed.” 

“That’s so weird. Why should it feel different to you? Do you have 
sensation?” 

“More than you think. Come on and touch me.” 

I walked over to her and she extended her arm. “Just run your hand along 
it. I stroked her upper arm and was surprised to see her get goosebumps. 
“Wow! I didn’t think that was technologically possible. How is that done?” 

“The skin has a lot of nanomechanical elements. Try this.” Before I could 
stop her, she grabbed my wrist and placed my hand on her breast. It was a 
good one, a healthy bit more than a handful and felt quite real except for the 
lower temperature. Her nipple became stiff under my palm and I snatched 
my hand away. That bit of design went well beyond simply simulating the 
human shape. 

“Please get dressed.” I said as I turned away trying to hide a swelling 
erection, but she caught sight of the tentpole in my pants. 

“You see, you must think I’m at least a little bit human.” 

“Some of my body parts seem to think you are. Whatever. I’m going to 
bed. Do you sleep?” 


“Only if I want to. Tonight I’ll stay up and type a business plan. 
Tomorrow we get started.” 

“T haven’t said that I would do it yet.” 

“Logic dictates that you will. I know you; you would never trust this 
technology out in the world without having at least some influence over it.” 
I laughed. “No one is ever going to believe you’re a real woman if you 

insist on being logical!” 

I woke up in the morning with Amy spooned against my back, thankfully 
fully clothed. She actually felt more or less like a real woman having picked 
up some heat from me. I was taken a little off guard, but I just relaxed and 
went back to sleep. Hell, I was going to be a millionaire by noon. I decided 
to get people working on having the artificial skin produce heat. I found 
Amy’s coolness to the touch disturbing when contrasted to her appearance. 

The next day a tailor was hanging pin-striped cloth on me in my new 
office. I fingered my sleeve. “All that’s left is church.” I mused. 

I kept my place in Cambridge and the Foundation sent someone over to 
take care of Bunny while I stayed on in New Haven for a while. Katie and 
Amy basically took charge of my life. Next thing I knew I had a short 
haircut, a neatly trimmed moustache and a closet full of tasteful suits. Katie 
was preparing an IPO and my job was to publicize the venture with Amy at 
my side. As far as the world was concerned, she was my robot assistant and 
it was only noticeable that she was artificial on close examination. I was 
going to get to introduce her to the world on the This Morning show with 
Lauren Vrabec. 

Amy and I were sent to get makeup in two separate rooms. I told them she 
didn’t need any. I didn’t know what the make-up girl would think of Amy. 
Probably that she had had a lot of cosmetic surgery, but I couldn’t let her put 
anything on her skin because we were going to demo the color changes. She 
just sat and chatted with me while they took the shine off of my nose and 
scalp. 

A production assistant made sure I had coffee and pointed out the snack 
table. Then Lauren stuck her face in with a big smile. God she was hot! 
“Welcome, Mister Zimmer! This should be such an interesting segment!” 

She took my hand in hers and looked straight into my eyes, but I sensed that 
she had no idea who I was. 

“You don’t remember me, do you Lauren.” 

“I’m sorry?” 

“1’m Jake Zimmer.” 

“Of course, but we have met before?” I have to admit that my feelings 
were a bit hurt. 


“The rats at Crandall Labs? The bujus that invaded Cambridge?” 

Her eyes just dilated ever so slightly. She was all pro. She released my 
hand and the smile only looked the tiniest bit forced now. “Of course I 
remember you! Your circumstances certainly have changed, haven’t they?” 
Translation: “You don’t look as much like a low-life as you used to”. 

“Things have been happening in my life, that’s for sure.” I gestured 
toward Amy. “This is my assistant, Miss Amy Camus.” 

Lauren looked hard at Amy without extending her hand. One woman 
rapidly assessing the qualities of another. “You are very beautiful.” She 
finally said after a few seconds of silence. It sounded more like an 
accusation than praise. 

“Amy designed her own appearance.” I said. 

“Tf only all of us could.” said Lauren while she continued to stare at Amy. 
She finally tore her eyes away and said, “Well...I’m looking forward to your 
segment!” and hurried off. That bitch. I still wanted her so bad it hurt. 

Our segment came up at nine and had been teased throughout the 
program with film clips of Amy without her skin. Lauren introduced us as 
“Jacob Zimmer, CEO of the newly formed Prototech Corporation and Amy 
Camus.” 

Lauren was upbeat speaking quickly and clearly. “Mister Zimmer has 
created what some people are calling the ‘ultimate product’, true humanoid 
robots! Tell me Mister Zimmer, for what purpose have you made these 
unique creations?” 

“First of all, Lauren, please call me Jake.” I took a breath. “Our robots 
can do everything a person can do, tirelessly, efficiently and with directly 
programmable training. They can operate in situations where a human would 
be at unacceptable risk. Also they can act as tour guides with encyclopedic 
knowledge, in administrative positions that require dealing with the public 
and processing large amounts of information, diplomatic aids or even baby- 
sitters!” 

Lauren looked over at Amy. “Now I would like to introduce your 
companion, Miss Amy Camus. My understanding is that she is your 
administrative assistant, is that correct?” 

“That she is, Lauren, and they don’t come any better.” 

“And also that she is a machine.” 

“Also correct.” 

“Amy, can you tell us about yourself?” 

The camera got close on Amy. I doubt that her artificiality was 
immediately apparent on TV. “Certainly. As you said, my name is Amy 
Camus. I am almost two weeks old although I have a lifetime’s worth of data 


and memories. I have the contents of several libraries stored within me and 
can access more information as needed. I speak and translate twenty 
languages and more can be programmed in if required.” As she spoke she 
started to slowly change her skin color toward a darker shade. “To some 
degree I can alter my appearance as required by the customer to blend in and 
not be conspicuous.” Her color snapped back to her norm. 

Lauren hadn’t expected that and just said “Wow!” Almost instantly she 
was back on track. “As I’m sure everyone has noticed, you are quite 
attractive.” 

“Thank you, Lauren.” Amy blushed ever so slightly, on purpose, no 
doubt. “I designed my own face. It is a composite of several women plus a 
few ideas of my own. Although I’m artificial, I was given the personality of 
a woman and as a woman, I’m sure you must understand. If you had the 
chance to design your own body, would you build in flaws?” 

Lauren laughed a little nervously. “No, I suppose I wouldn’t. Lord knows 
I work hard enough to conceal the ones I have.” 

“Exactly.” 

Briefly, Lauren flashed a just what the hell is that supposed to mean? 
look. “But Amy, do you worry that some people might be put off by how 
human you look? I’m sitting right next to you and I can barely tell.” 

I jumped in. “Amy is sort of a concept model in which we incorporated all 
of the most human qualities we could simulate. She is quite expensive. The 
average space probe costs less than her. Production models will mostly look 
a good deal less real. We don’t even have to make them perfectly human 
shaped. The advantage of being our size and shape is that they can use our 
tools and work spaces and won’t alarm people. We carefully avoided putting 
any little access doors in her body or flashing lights on her. You can’t open 
up her head like Commander Data on Star Trek. If something goes wrong, 
smoke won’t come out of her ears. The idea was to make her seem as normal 
and everyday as possible.” 

“So just how human is she? Does she have real independent thought?” 

This is where I had to lie. “I know that she reacts so much like a person 
that you will be tempted to think she is one, but she is only a mechanism. 
There are no philosophical quandaries here. She behaves as she is 
programmed to and if we wish her to behave otherwise, she can be 
reprogrammed.” 

“Amy,” asked Lauren, “do you have feelings?” 

“T have emotional reactions built into my personality, but I can turn them 
off if I am ordered to.” 

“Do you have a sense of touch?” 


“Oh yes! My skin is the result of a breakthrough technology. I’m almost as 
sensitive as you.” 

“You feel pain? Pleasure?” 

“T definitely sense when I am damaged or in danger of being damaged. My 
skin is more difficult to repair than yours. Many sensations are pleasurable 
to me.” 

“Do you have...erotic sensation?” 

I jumped in again. “Again, as proof of concept, we attempted to make 
Amy as much like a real human as possible.” 

Lauren gave me a sidelong glance. “Really?” And then to Amy, “Can you 
have sexual relations?” 

“Yes.” 

“Jake, are you planning on marketing a, how do I put this...’personal 
companion’ robot?” 

What a bitch. “We do not currently have specific plans to that effect. At 
the price they would have to be, it would be hard to make them competitive 
with, um, ‘independent contractors’ .” 

“Are you trying to be funny, Mister Zimmer? Are you planning on 
marketing a robot prostitute or not?” Wow. This got ugly a little faster than I 
expected. Why was she doing this to me? We were promised this would be 
kept light. 

“Without going into specifics unsuited to daytime television, I would have 
to say that we have the ability to design and manufacture such a thing. If 
such a device were made, it wouldn’t be a ‘prostitute’; it would be a ‘marital 
aid.’” 

Lauren gave a short laugh. “So such a device would indeed be possible? 
It’s hard for me to imagine how someone like her would be of aid to any 
matriage.” 

I finally got her to move on by having Amy translate something into 
Chinese before we went to break. 

As we walked off I turned and asked Lauren, “What the hell was that 
about?” 

“Some of us think you might be pimping a mechanical whore.” 

“T don’t think I’d want to risk pissing off your union!” I growled and then 
hustled Amy out of the building. Even after that, I still wanted her. I 
remembered that I had read a tabloid story that she had just broken up with 
Danny “Squeeze” Cuthbert, the Mets second bagger over a report that he had 
been seen with prostitutes. Well, it wasn’t just a report. There were photos. 
Very dirty photos. Maybe that was where the hostility came from. Not very 


professional, if true. I have to say that I found Lauren even more attractive 
when she was being a total bitch. Something is definitely wrong with me. 

“Oh well,” I thought, “there will be other appearances.” I look back on 
that with wonder at my foolish optimism. The other appearances were not 
any better because one media event feeds on another. Through the receipt of 
a great deal of inquiries, we learned that there would indeed be a substantial 
market for robot sex machines of both sexes and from other communications 
we also learned that we would be crucified in the news media if we were to 
manufacture them. Amy was very adept in business and the technologies she 
developed did make us money and lots of it, but the robots mostly didn’t 
look exactly like human beings. 

Helper Elf hit the market a few months later. A three quarter sized light 
green skinned sexless humanoid that ate standard pet foods or even organic 
garbage, it was a boon to frazzled housewives, the handicapped and the 
elderly. They did shopping, played games, did housework, answered phones 
and just about anything else the user asked. They were all leased by the 
corporation on one year agreements. The units were expensive, but not as 
expensive as Amy by a long shot. Even so, we put it in our contracts that 
failure to protect the units from major harm could make the user liable for 
the entire cost of the unit which was in excess of one hundred thousand 
dollars on the earlier models. The user was also responsible for insuring the 
units. Strangely, that did not deter some people from killing them just for fun 
once in a while. All of the units were equipped with GPS so we could locate 
them at all times. 

Leasing was mostly for controlling the technology and keeping people 
from buying a unit to dissect and reverse engineer it, but we knew we 
wouldn’t be able to do that forever. Hopefully long enough to establish our 
brand and stay the market leader for a long, long time. New times were upon 
all of us. 


Il 
Chapter six 
City of Danger 


The Range Buddies have not been directly covered by the cave 
in, merely sealed into one corridor. There are several rooms 
leading of f of the corridor in which they are trapped and they 
start searching rooms to see if they can find anything to free 
themselves. 

In one room, they find an inactive robot with huge claws. On its 
chest is a large knob with a pointer that points to various 
commands such as "walk", "fight", "hold", "dig", "defend" and 
"destroy." Hoping that he is not making a mistake, Curley turns 
the knob to "walk" and the robot comes to life and starts walking 
toward them. The frightened buddies back out of the room ahead 
of it and it follows at a steady pace until they are backed up 
against the pile of rubble from the fallen roof. They are all 
petrified until Texas Bill's face lights up and he smiles and snaps 
his fingers. He reaches out and turns the knob to "dig." Instantly 
the robot starts digging through the pile of 
rubble. 

While the robot digs, Johnny sets off to explore other rooms in 
hopes of finding something useful. While looking another way a 
hairy arm grabs him and pulls him through a door. It is his friend 
Poggo the gorilla and Chima the jungle girl is with him. Chima tells 
Johnny about the phone call she overheard. Johnny is amazed to 
hear that Dugan and Mighty Matomba are one in the same and 
that he is in cahoots with the corrupt police force of the secret 
city. Chima tells him of Pandar and how he is unaware of Gondar's 
duplicity. She is certain that if they can reach Pandar, he will help 
them. 


Johnny is about to ask Chima how to get out of the city when he 
hears the 

other shout that the robot has successfully burrowed through 
the debris. When he turns around to tell Chima to follow him, 
both she and the gorilla are nowhere to be seen. Johnny rushes 
out and is about to tell the others that Dugan and Matomba are 
one in the same, but before he can, a cohort of the city guard 
come marching toward them. They are taken prisoner and 
confined in separate cells. 

Curley hurls himself uselessly at his door as the guards walk 
away laughing. Texas Bill similarly searches for a crack in the 
doorframe or a window. All the cells do have a tiny barred window 
that look out on an open court. Johnny is despondent wondering 
how he has fallen from one mess directly into another. Before he 
can think about it too much he hears a strange sound, like an 
immense screw turning. The walls are slowly closing in shrinking 
the size of the tiny room every second. Curley and Texas Bill are 
inasimilar fix with no possibility of escape. Their destiny 
appears to be that of being squashed into paste. 


Amy pondered the paper for a few seconds. “It’s just a synopsis, right?” 

“Yes.” I said. 

“And there is no actual filmed serial that it describes?” 

“No, there isn’t.” 

“And you have no intention of making one?” 

“Of course not.” 

Again, she pondered. I think this was mostly for show. She wrinkled her 
brow appearing to be engaged in deep thought. She could process 
information very quickly and required no pauses in her speech to organize 
her thoughts, but she had discovered that too quick a response made her 
seem less human. She paced back and forth through a pool of afternoon 
sunshine that fell on the tan carpet in my office. “Then it’s stupid.” She 
finally said. 

“Stupid? Stupid isn’t a review! Besides, it isn’t stupid, it’s high 
concept!” 


“Call it what you want, but I wouldn’t put it in a magazine you want to be 
thought of as respectable.” 

“But the whole reason I started the magazine was so I could publish what 
I want!” 

“Jake, trust me. Aren’t I your best friend? You shouldn’t be your own 
editor. You ought to do as I recommended and hire an editor and give him 
the power to reject your work if he sees fit.” 

“Shit! What’s the point of having my own magazine if I can be rejected 
by it? Besides, you recommended that asswipe Dave Beiderman!” 

“Because he’s good and you owe him for helping you out early on. 
Believe it or not, he’s a huge fan of your work.” 

“Beiderman is a fan? You’re not as smart as you think, Dollface.” I called 
her “Dollface” sometimes because when she had her prototype skin she 
sometimes looked like a doll. Her current skin was much more refined. It 
was very difficult to tell her from a human without close examination. The 
new skin even gave her a surface temperature comparable to normal 
humans. It also somehow gave her the smell of a human woman which was, 
frankly, distracting. 

She threw up her hands. “Do what you want, but an editor will keep you 
from looking like a fool. The readers will just say you are a guy with too 
much money who gets his work in print because he owns the magazine. And 
please don’t call me dollface. It’s patronizing.” 

I know we sound like a married couple, but she is not my girlfriend. All 
of the tabloid media think she is my sex toy because we are seen together all 
the time. As far as the public are concerned, she is my executive assistant, 
but the fact is that she really runs Prototech and I am a front so the world 
doesn’t know that the corporation is run by a robot. “Oh, come on! ‘dollface’ 
means a pretty girl!” 

“Really,” she said in a withering tone, “even with all the tabloids calling 
me a ‘sex doll’?” 

“You designed your own body. Why did you make yourself so hot?” 

“And I suppose you would have made yourself an ogre if the shoe had 
been on the other foot.” The thing about Amy was that she was not like the 
Helper-elves ™ or the Frenchmaids™ or the Katz™ and the Dawgs™ that 
Prototech made. She was alive with independent consciousness and, bless 
her, she was a woman and all that implies. She had the personality of a super 
being from the future who had the mental capacity to design amazingly 
realistic androids and yet somehow found a way to reject logic when it 
suited her. The aggravating thing is that I was certain that she didn’t really 
think that way, but acted that way to enhance her appearance of being a 


human by catering to male expectations of how a woman behaves. It created 
a rhetorical advantage for her that men are programmed to expect and, to 
some degree, respect. 

“Tf the shoe is ever on the other foot, I’1l let you know. You supposedly 
have an encyclopedic understanding of our culture and yet you didn’t know 
how big a can of worms you opened up? If there is the slightest implication 
that people could have sex slaves, automated or not, the whole social 
structure gets shaky. You really should have made yourself look more like a 
robot.” 

“Why wouldn’t you make love with Klutig Alshoin?” Whoah! That 
came out of the clear blue. Klutig, in the strictest sense, was not a human 
being and for some reason, I had been constantly aware of that fact. It wasn’t 
just that I didn’t find her attractive, although she was rather bizarre looking 
in many ways. Her odd appearance didn’t stop what seems like just about 
every one else I knew from sleeping with her. 

“T thought we were talking about hiring an editor for the magazine?” 

“So, you’ ll hire Dave Beiderman then?” 

“All right, all right! I’ll hire Dave.” Man, she was good. She smiled 
coyly and approached me finally snuggling up against me and looking up 
into my eyes. 

“Why won’t you make love to me?” This was my least favorite 
question from her and really difficult to answer while her breasts were 
pressing against me and a hard-on she could easily detect was swelling in 
my pants. We had had versions of the conversation before that always end 
with me dodging the question in various ways. I didn’t want to hurt her 
feelings, but they were the same reason as those I had about Klutig. She was 
not a human being. The difference is that Klutig was never overtly sexual 
with me. She had behaviors that must have led many people to come on to 
her, such as a casual attitude about sexual discussion and nudity. Amy was 
both much more normal looking and much more aggressive. I don’t know if 
she actually wanted me or just wanted me to want her. For whatever reasons, 
she would engage in behaviors toward me that could only be described as 
sluttish. She ordered lingerie that would make Russ Meyer blush and insist 
on modeling it for me. She posed for a portfolio of photos to promote the 
company and had a private nude set made that she gave me as a gift. When I 
appeared to be under stress, she would suggest helping me relax in ways that 
would be anything but relaxing and having to extend a polite refusal actually 
would make me more tense. 

“Why do you keep doing this? Is it just that you want to test your sexual 
response systems?” 


“I’ve done that!” 

“What? With who?” 

“Do I ask you who you sleep with?” 

“You’re full of it. You’re with me most of the time. You’re just the 
world’s sluttiest virgin.” 

She stroked me through the front of my pants while she wiggled against 
me. “You could change that.” She said in a low, breathy voice. “Why did 
you have them make my skin warm, make me even more human? Why 
would you want that if you didn’t want me?” 

I disengaged from her and said, “I’d better call Dave.” That was too 
pointed a question and I didn’t have a good answer for it. I didn’t have any 
answer for it and coming up with one would require something unthinkable 
like examining my feelings. 

She could see that I was annoyed. “Hey, I was only playing around.” 
I’m sure that it was the truth. I don’t know if she even got “homy” like a 
human being, but she really got what appeared to be enjoyment out of 
working her sexuality. She liked pushing the envelope with her clothing 
when we went out to dinner, enjoyed just taking that extra step closer to men 
when she was talking to them, showing a lot of leg and a lot of cleavage. I 
know plenty of guys had made arch inquires of her even though it was all 
over the press that she was with me. Complicating things further was the fact 
that I had not had time for a normal social life since I had joined Prototech. I 
am a human being and I was horny. 

“Uh-huh. We’|l talk about it later. Right now, I’m going to call Dave.” 

There actually was a version of the Amy model going into production 
although purposely made to look at least a little less human and have a 
whole lot less autonomy and anatomy. The initial idea is that they will be 
tirelessly patient customer service representatives, tour guides, information 
specialists, helpers for the handicapped and elderly and numerous other 
applications. As well as humans, they will look like cartoon characters, 
historical figures, anthropomorphic animals or corporate mascots or even 
science fiction robots. None of them will have sex organs or a libido. I made 
it known that I want one that looks exactly like 1-A from the Magnus, Robot 
Fighter comics but Amy looked hurt when I talked about it so I dropped the 
idea. 

Dave took the job and seemed to be unsurprised that I offered it to him. I 
suspect that Amy had done some pre-arranging behind my back. That was 
no great revelation, just one of the many things that reminded me that it was 
actually she who was in charge in spite of my fancy title. I was really her 
assistant, but even so, I didn’t do all that much assisting. My days were 


largely spent writing until I was called upon to perform some public 
relations task or another. I was a spokesmodel, designed to behave like an 
executive when needed. Fuck, it was anybody’s guess who was really the 
robot here. In spite of the fact that my life had been far from planned out, I 
was pretty sure that this was not the life I had planned. 

Working with Beiderman wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Protech 
was the magazine’s biggest advertiser and they obviously weren’t going 
anywhere. Not worrying about that made him much more easy-going. He 
completely rejected the remainder of the serial synopsis which had started to 
run in Big Idea. He recommended that it should be incorporated into a novel 
or a series of stories. His idea was that I should slow down and cultivate my 
own voice, stop being so dependent on parodies and pastiches of pulps and 
comic books. He pointed out that I had a bunch of decent unpublished 
stories and he would run one in each issue while I worked on something new 
and coherent. Why was it that everyone around me seemed to be smarter 
than me lately? 

He was given the first of the Amy knock-offs as his secretary. She didn’t 
look a lot like Amy. She was taller and blonde. She was called Jen. 
Compared with Amy, she looked far less human, more cartoonish. Her head 
was somewhat larger in proportion to her body than a human and she was 
very wasp-wasted, like a Barbie doll. She looked just human enough to be 
relatable and just inhuman enough not to give you the creeps. She was 
unfailingly polite, tireless and made no pretense of humanity, never 
pretending to think before she gave an answer. She didn’t leave the office at 
night, but merely went into dormant mode at her desk although she was 
ready to function at any hour. Her computer didn’t have a keyboard or a 
monitor, she interacted with it and the whole network wirelessly. I struck me 
that she was the realization of what Katie Babcock had been trying to be 
when she worked for Klutig at Dynomex. There was no head set and no 
constant chatter, just assured efficiency and knowledge of everything that 
was going on around her. I had seen her being put together. Her skin was 
just smooth plastic. She had no nipples or genitals or even toes. It was good 
just to know that. The fact that Dave got used to her almost immediately was 
testament to the fact that we had a winning product on our hands. 

With Dave on board, I started to feel a whole lot more relaxed and like I 
was doing what I was supposed to be doing. As usual, Amy had been right. I 
just wondered how come I was never the one who was right anymore. 


IV 


Untitled Science Fiction Novel Project 
Cuapter Two 


The unusually fertile star system was named Orient in the spirit of the romantic 
era in which it was discovered. The first human colonies were in the belt of asteroids 
known as "The Indies" which were found to be extraordinarily rich in heavy metals. 
To the surprise and delight of the of the first survey teams the system contained four 
planets Levant, Cathay, Cipango and Siam, which were perfectly suited to human 
life. These included both the smallest (Siam)and the largest (Levant) naturally Earth- 
like worlds ever found. All had a wide variety of plant and animal life, but none 
showed any sign of civilization either past or present. As well there were four great 
gas giants Tartary, Tuva, Altay and Manchu. 

The center of life in the Orient system was the planet Cipango, which was very 
nearly the same size and climate as Earth although it had fewer and smaller land 
masses. The total land area of the world was about equal to that of Europe, Asia and 
Africa combined broken into four widely separated continents and a multitude of 
islands. One of these continents occupied the north polar region and was 
uninhabited. 

The people seen on Cipango were among the most diversified in physical 
characteristics and subculture in the human worlds. 

Although the planet had a single Governor responsible to the constitution of the 
Protectorate and its laws, the planet was divided into a multitude of "countries" 
which were home to many distinct cultures, languages and modes of living. While all 
of these people were (more or less) loyal citizens of the Protectorate, they were 
more likely to think of themselves as possessing the nationality of their particular 
countries. This colonial world saw itself as being free of the social baggage of Earth 
and upon its discovery and opening for colonization, became a magnet for those who 
wished to be free of even the relatively easy and inclusive social system of the first 
Protectorate. Centuries later, it now sheltered one of the older and more complex 
cultures of the second, now interplanetary, Protectorate. 

At Sandino which was the great metropolis of this world, could be found people of 
all types. Tall and short, ranging through a rainbow of skin colors, some patently 
artificial, and covering a dizzying variety of fashion choices. Here was seen the 
conservative side by side with the flamboyant, those in full burqa in the same streets 
with the dedicated nudists. 


Architecture in the city reflected the general philosophy of its people. All the 
vendors and markets pulled back the entire front of their buildings when open so that 
people might wander from the street as if the store was a part of it. Many vendors 
even carried their wares out upon the broad walks beneath a plethora of brightly 
colored awnings. Cafes, taverns and restaurants all offered seating along the walks 
where one might enjoy a break while observing the passing river of humanity. 

The bronze skinned lady sat in a sunny sidewalk cafe savoring a cup of coffee. It 
was on this world that she had her few contacts with humanity. She was slowly 
getting used to being among people. Now taking a little time to enjoy some of her 
purely human feelings. The tastes of food and drink, drawing lungs full of air, wind 
in her hair, these were all rare sensations for one who had chosen to live in the spaces 
between the stars. She had also taken a somewhat wry pleasure in the glances of 
various men who were clearly attracted by her unclad beauty. Her physical 
perfection was remarkable enough to set her far apart from the masses who 
wandered the streets, but her remoteness, her seeming lack of spiritual presence 
would put others off to some extent. The men would look twice only to be turned 
away by the almost complete disinterest in her eyes. A man's ego must suffer when 
given the same look as one might give a bug. 

Although she had trained herself to relate to others, it was a discipline rather than an 
instinct. She would only speak when spoken to and would tend to move among 
people as if they were not there. Getting her attention could at times be difficult as it 
now was for a waiter. 

"Senta Stratton?" he asked tentatively. He repeated himself twice before she looked 
up at him. "Senta Stratton, there has been a reply to your message from Luna." 

Yes.....she remembered now. She was hardly ever called by name and sometimes 
she forgot she had one. The waiter pointed to the device on the table in front of her, 
the Vademecum, the single personal accessory of the average citizen of the 
Protectorate. 

"IT will have it relayed" said the waiter. 

The lady took another sip of coffee as she touched the surface of the device and 
said one word. 

"Messages?" 

The semi transparent head and shoulders of a young woman appeared over the 
device and spoke to her. 

"Aunt Lorraine, what an unexpected pleasure to hear from you. I will go to 
Bettina to tell the Patriarch that you are coming. 

"As Family head, I found some of your message disturbing. It will raise concerns 
that there are disputes among the Masters, although I'm sure you will be able to shed 
some light on this issue. 


"Please come to Bettina. You should be able to sight the beacon from 
SanChristobal. We will all look forward to you arrival." 

The lady spoke to the Vademecum. 

"Arrange to have my accounts at Tenochtitlan opened" She was going to need 
resources if she was to go about in human society. 
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A tiny world, barely bigger than an asteroid, orbited alone about a small red star 
near the galactic core. Its population was small in numbers but powerful in influence. 
This was the nameless home of the Masters. These people were the remnant of a 
once numerous race who had traveled the universe widely. They had spanned the 
galaxy at the time the Earth was just congealing from cosmic dust and were at that 
time the owners of a great trading and exploring empire. On countless worlds, 
including the infant Earth, they sowed the seeds of life. The details of their history 
are too great for easy encapsulation, suffice it to say that theirs is a long rich heritage 
which wove itself through each era of the galaxy's development. Around the time 
that the great dinosaurs walked the Earth, their society met with unprecedented 
disaster. A force was released, in what had been considered at the time a minor 
internal conflict, which wiped out all life in the ten central solar systems of their 
empire. The civilization fell into ruins on a thousand different worlds, none ever 
again reaching the greatness of what had gone before. In many cases the descendents 
of the sentient inhabitants returned to the wilds as mere animals. 

A small group of individuals who gained control of some key technologies 
established themselves on this tiny world and swore to restore order to the universe. 
They, with neither false modesty nor exaggeration, referred to themselves as the 
Masters. They created a great plan and set a system of policies that they set out to 
enforce among the emerging new races of the galaxy. They invested representatives 
of these races with a conduit to their energy source that could allow a single being to 
direct the power of an entire sun if he were to call upon it. These persons were the 
police force of the Masters and were known wherever they went as "Lightmen". 

Now a new crisis loomed and the masters were at the same time consumed with 
dread at the possible consequences and relishing the challenge it presented. 

The individuals among the race of the Masters were all old beyond the 
understanding of humans. Many among them were alive during the heyday of their 
former greatness. Some few of that number could remember their race first striving 
toward galactic prominence, their lifetimes measured in billions of years. They were 
unimpressive looking creatures for all that, a segmented cylindrical body with four 
multi-purpose limbs and a complex sensory array at one end. Their distant ancestor 


was something perhaps like an annelid worm but evolution and their own 
manipulation has removed them far from that heritage. 

In conference with one another they had identified what tools, both mechanical and 
personified as beings, were required for them to rise to the challenge of the new 
crisis. The time had arrived in their response to include the latest in this tool kit to be 
brought into play. 

The individual among the Masters who was responsible for the timing of events in 
their program spoke aloud very rarely but the memory of this particular tool 
prompted the being to vocalize the name. In that part of the Master's reach this was 
the most unique individual. 

"John Stratton". The Master spoke the name a few times in a sing-song fashion as it 
tapped at a few control devices.....setting the next phase in motion. 


Dave took off his reading glasses and looked up. “It still reads as awfully 
retro, but on the whole it’s a big improvement. I think you’re on a good 
track.” 

I nodded. “So we can serialize it then?” 

“T want to see at least two more chapters before we commit to it and you 
still need a title.” 

“Yeah, that sounds fair enough.” 

“And you don’t need to write in that goober font you’re using. There is 
no way I’m going to print it in that.” 

Beiderman was an expert at finding little ways to piss me off. I left his 
office and returned to my own to find Katie Babcock waiting for me. When 
the Camus Foundation transitioned into the Protech Corporation, I replaced 
her as CEO even though I was just a figurehead. Katie did real work as VP 
in charge of product development. With her were two six-foot-four 
Beefcakes with hand trucks loaded with stuff, my stuff from my apartment in 
Cambridge. “Amy wanted me to let you know she needs you to move to 
New Haven on a permanent basis. You will have a luxury apartment right on 
the corporation grounds.” 

The Beefcakes looked at me with amiable and somewhat stupid grins. 
“Yo!” said one. 

“Hey bro!” said the other. Beefcakes were the biggest, strongest model we 
made. They were for heavy lifting, transport, warehouse work, etc. Some 
single women kept them for reaching high shelves, moving furniture and 
opening jars. They were designed to be as non-threatening as possible 
because of their size so they were made movie-star handsome and with 
permanent friendly smiles as their default expression. 


“Move!? I have a life in Cambridge! Friends!” 

“Not really according to Amy. All you do is writing or do research for 
writing and you positively avoid your friends. They’re lucky if they see you 
once in six months! Your ‘life’, such as it is, mostly takes place on the 
internet. We have the internet in New Haven too. The elves will unload the 
truck and set up the apartment. It will be ready for you by five.” 

“Look, that...machine can’t just take over my life. She can’t just make me 
do what she wants.” 

“Amy isn’t a toaster, she isn’t even a computer. She’s a person, a person 
who has made both of us very wealthy! Don’t you like having the fifty year 
old scotch, the super computer, that ridiculous comic book collection, 
playing racquet-ball with Steve Jobs?” 

“T hate that game! He’s a decade older than me and still wins every time.” 
I took a deep breath. “Yeah, there are benefits, I understand that. You don’t 
get it. You’re just a kid. Having a crazy life is natural for someone your age, 
but as I get older, my life get crazier and crazier just when it’s supposed to 
be getting more settled and comfortable. I want to write about hot female 
robots, not be a slave to one! Where in the hell is she anyway?” 

“She’s over at your apartment making sure the Beefcakes don’t break 


anything.” 
I sighed. “And where might that be?” 
“Building Nine.” 


I have to admit that the place was fabulous. Utterly deluxe. Wood 
paneling, tasteful art (no doubt original), nice carpeting, nice view of West 
Rock through big windows, the works. There were ten rooms including a 
library, an office and a gourmet kitchen! I had a funny feeling that I was 
never going to be allowed to cook for myself in it. There was a Helper Elf, a 
Frenchmaid and a secretary that seemed to be a clone of Beiderman’s. 

Amy was giving the Beefcake movers directions about where to put 
shelves, furniture and a perfectly enormous bed. “Hey!” I said. “What’s with 
the bed? I sleep on a futon on the floor.” 

Amy turned around with a dazzling smile. “There you are! Don’t be 
ridiculous, you’re not a barbarian, you’re not a college kid and you’re not 
Japanese. You need a bed.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Mom!” 

“Look, you just have to accept that you are going to be living a different 
life now.” 

“The fuck I do. Take the bed out and yourself with it. I'll see you at the 
office.” She looked shocked and hurt, but turned silently and left. I turned to 
the secretary. “What’s your name?” 


“Becky, Mister Zimmer.” 

“Becky, please order me a king size futon with all of the appropriate 
bedding and have it here by this afternoon. Have those big goons get that 
bed out of here.” 

“Aw, dude!” said one of the Beefcakes. 

“Shut up.” I snapped. 

“Yes, Mister Zimmer.” Said Becky. 

“You can call me Jake when we are in the apartment and there are no 
guests.” I waved my hand at the surroundings. “See to it that this is all 
straightened out.” 

“Ves, Jake.” 

“When you’re done, come report to me at my office, you’ll be working 
there.” 

I left the apartment and returned to my office. Within ten minutes Amy 
came in without knocking. “How could you treat me like that?” She asked. 

“How could I treat you like that? You’re the one who treated my life like it 
was yours to do with as you pleased. I’ Il take the job, but I don’t think it’s 
necessary for me to be around you all of the time. You need me for public 
relations? Have no fear, I’1l do it and I’ll take the paycheck, but you don’t 
need my hour to hour assistance. Now please get out of my office, I’m trying 
to write.” 

“Jake, I’m sorry if I somehow offended your manhood...” 

“No need to be sorry. Just be somewhere else.” She did a good job of 
looking like she was going to cry, but she turned and got out just as Becky 
was coming in. She stopped and looked at her for only a split second. 

When I went home that evening, Bunny had been moved in. He was 
teaching Bobo, the Helper Elf and Babbette, the Frenchmaid to do the 
Hokey-Pokey. 

Over the next couple of months I learned the ropes. I appeared at press 
conferences, speaking engagements and boardroom meetings with Amy by 
my side and reading from notes prepared by her. I even went to dinner with 
her publicly at least twice a week, but the rest of the time I was aggressively 
off the clock. My conversation with her was friendly but impersonal. 

My real socializing was with Jerry and Katie who had gotten pretty 
domestic. They still had their own places, but Katie was over at Jerry’s 
almost every night. One evening while Jerry was spinning some newly 
acquired wax, Katie said, “You know Jake, Amy misses you.” 

“What are you talking about? I see her every day.” 

“She misses you being her friend.” 

“Bullshit. She misses me being her pet.” 


Jerry said, “No man, seriously. She’s really sorry that she pissed you off.” 

“Did she put you up to this?” 

“No!” Protested Katie. “Maybe a little bit. She loves you Jake.” 

“Don’t be fooled. Even though she contains the um...engram of a living 
being, she is not actually a living being. She is a program that Klutig left 
behind. She simulates all of these emotions because it makes it easier for us 
to do what she needs us to. Well, she doesn’t have to do it for me, the money 
is enough.” 

As it happens, Amy appeared at my apartment about a week after that. It 
was around nine PM. I was at my computer in the library when Babbette, 
the Frenchmaid interrupted me. “Monsieur Zeemair, you have zee visituer, 
Mademoiselle Camus.” 

“Jesus Christ, Babbette! Must you speak in that Pepe LePew accent?” 

“It ees standaird wiz zees modeél, I am sorree.” 

“Nevermind, I’ll be right out. Offer her a drink.” I had no idea what she 
could want, but she was still the boss. 

I found her seated on the couch in the living room. She was wearing a pair 
of jeans and a tank-top with flat sandals. Her hair was in a pony-tail. A 
pretty casual look for her. “Hello Amy, what’s up?” 

“T just have something to show you! You’re going to love it!” She seemed 
energetic and excited. She picked up a box that was sitting beside her and 
handed it to me. 

I had exactly no expectations and therefore couldn’t help but be surprised 
when I opened it. I was a little more than surprised and yelped and dropped 
the box as I jumped back. It was a large gray rat. “Shit! What the hell, 
Amy!” 

The rat didn’t run away. It just sat on the floor looking at me, then it 
reared up on its hind legs and I saw that it had a tiny sword on a belt around 
its belly. The hairs stood up on the back of my neck. “That’s not funny.” I 
said weakly. 

“Tt’s anew product. SmartRat! Teams of them can be used for home 
defense.” She had a slightly off look in her eyes. 

“It’s a robot? Oh, Amy! This is a very, very bad idea! People hate rats. I 
hate rats. I hate them a lot!” 

“Don’t you recognize him? I think he’s cute!” 

“Yes, I recognize him and no, he’s not cute. Can you get him out of my 
apartment please?” 

“He has lots of friends too.” About twenty more of the sword-wearing 
rodent-bots emerged from under the couch. Amy definitely had a crazy look 
in her eye. 


“Holy shit!” I freaked. I bolted. I was out of the apartment and into the 
parking lot in less than ten seconds. Something strange was going on in the 
meticulously maintained shrubbery around the building. I thought I saw 
familiar and unwelcome tiny black eyes watching from the shadows. I pulled 
out my cell to call Jerry and warn him that Amy had flipped when it was 
suddenly wrenched out of my hand from behind. 

I turned around and what I saw was terrifying and somehow not 
unexpected given the circumstances. A buju, full sized and healthy. I had 
almost forgotten that they weren’t all little like Bunny. I wasn’t thinking real 
clearly, at least not clearly enough to immediately realize it was a robot so I 
tried the one thing that had worked in the past. “Bujuthahapibuni!” I shouted 
at it. 

The buju-bot said “Shaddup!” and smacked me across the face with one of 
its bracts. 

I didn’t go down, but I definitely saw stars. “Ow! What the fuck?” I turned 
and ran unsteadily for Jerry’s place before more of them showed up. The 
buju-bot didn’t follow, thank God. I had to warn Jerry and Katie and call the 
cops. 

They were only two buildings away and I was buzzing their intercom 
within thirty seconds. “’ Allo?” inquired a pseudo-gallically accented female 
voice. It was Antoinette, their Frenchmaid. 

“Antoinette, it’s Jake, let me in!” 

“Oui, Monsieur Zeemair.” The door buzzed. 

I was in the apartment a second later. Jerry was looking at me expectantly. 
“Bujus! Rats!” I exclaimed. 

“What? What the hell are you talking about?” 

I was out of breath and must have looked crazy. “Rats!” 

Jerry gazed at me with wary sympathy. “Jake,” he asked gently, “these 
rats, are they up to something?” 

“I’m not crazy, dammit, but Amy is! Her brain is short circuited or 
something! She had them make robot rats with swords and robot bujus! One 
of them stole my phone and hit me!” 

He still looked skeptical, but I had said crazy stuff before that had turned 
out to be true. Lots of crazy stuff. “So, what do you want to do?” 

Katie came into the room looking quizzical. “What’s going on?” 

“A; call the cops and, B; get the hell out of here.” I said in answer to 
Jerry’s question. 

“Amy is acting strange.” Said Jerry in answer to Katie’s. 

I grabbed the phone to dial 911. There was no dial tone. “Well”, I said, 
“this is something of a cliché.” 


“What?” said Jerry and Katie in chorus. 

“Line’s dead. Gimme your cell.” I was about to punch the numbers on 
Katie’s phone when I noticed there were no bars. “I think we got problems.” 

“Maybe we ought to just go.” said Jerry. For the first time he sounded 
actually worried. 

I handed Katie back her phone and we headed for the door only to find 
Norbert, the Helper Elf and Antoinette blocking our way. “Madame and 
Messieurs you must not leave le maison.” Said Antoinette. 

“Says who?” Said Jerry indignantly. 

“Sez me!” said Norbert pointing a thumb at his chest. 

“This is ridiculous.” I said. 

I grabbed an umbrella from the stand by the door and drove it through 
Norbert’s midsection with all my strength. Something inside him shorted 
and he collapsed Jerry smashed Antoinette’s head with a paperweight and 
she stumbled away from the door with one of her eyes popped out. “Merde!” 
she crackled. Production models aren’t all that durable. 

We split post haste. “You guys have a car?” I asked. 

“T always use the company car service.” 

“Yeah, me too. No phone to call for one. I guess we’re hoofing it.” 

When we got out to the lot, we saw Amy calmly walking toward us 
followed by a swarm of rat-bots and a half dozen buju-bots. “Gadzooks!” 
exclaimed Jerry, “I should know by now that the crazier something you say 
sounds the more likely it is to be true!” 

“We should get to the security office.” Said Katie. That was in the 
basement of the main building. It was a good thought. We could find a 
walkie-talkie there and maybe get the police. I remember thinking how super 
nice it would be if just once I could stop some insane situation before it got 
completely out of hand. I felt that chance slipping through my fingers yet 
again. 

I looked over my shoulder as I started trotting toward the main building. 
Amy had not picked up her deliberate pace, but she waived the rat-bots and 
buju-bots ahead. The buju-bots moved differently from real bujus. They 
probably had an internal skeleton unlike their prototype, but they weren’t as 
fast and agile as real bujus. It was easy to stay ahead of them. 

We got to the front door and Katie tried her card key, but it wouldn’t 
work. She threw it away in disgust and grabbed a rock from the shrubbery 
border. It was big enough to throw her off balance. I grabbed it from her and 
heaved it against the plate glass door. The first time it scratched up the glass, 
but the door held. The second time it shattered with a satisfying splintery 
crash and we carefully went through. Some instinct told me we should take 


the stairs rather than the elevator. It was dawning on me that Amy had 
control of anything that was run through the computer network. 

We headed for the stairs. We rounded the corner and saw a Beefcake 
standing in front of the door to the stairwell. He flashed us a perfect smile 
and held up a hand. “Hey. Wassup? I’m Mike. Sorry, but I can’t let you 
pass.” He looked just like the lumberjack from that paper towel commercial 
and sounded a lot like Patrick Warburton. 

This guy we wouldn’t be able to bring down as easily as the maid and the 
elf. Beefcakes were built tough. Jerry and I looked at one another. “What 
now?” he whispered. Katie smiled up at both of us and winked. She walked 
over to the Beefcake and said something very quietly. 

“Wassat miss? You’re gonna have t’speak up.” 

She repeated herself even more quietly. The Beefcake bent way over to 
attempt to listen. Suddenly he went stiff and keeled over hitting the floor 
with a solid THUD! “I said ‘don’t fuck with me!’” she shouted at the inert 
robot. 

She turned toward us with a big goofy grin holding up some sort of 
device. 

“What is that?” I asked “A taser?” 

“More like a mini cattle prod. It’s handy when you’re little and don’t 
want to be raped or robbed. I think it’s tougher on one of these guys than an 
actual human. He’s going to need some parts before he gets up again.” | 
never underestimate Katie Babcock! She is more resourceful than any ten 
boy scouts put together. 

We ran down the stairs to the garage level. The security office was right 
there at the bottom and locked. “Shouldn’t someone be here twenty-four, 
seven?” I asked. 

Katie sighed. “Usually. I had to fire Myles for drinking on the shift so we 
don’t have coverage all night this week. Ray comes in for overnight at 
eleven.” 

“Shit!” I tried my card key which, of course didn’t work. “Double shit!” I 
slammed it with my shoulder which didn’t work as well as it seems to in the 
movies. It took Jerry and I working together a couple of tries before the door 
gave and we both were hurting for the effort. 

I had been vaguely hoping we would find guns, not that I had ever fired 
one. None were anyplace obvious. There were a couple of radios sitting in a 
charger. I grabbed one and pressed the button on the side. Nothing. I moved 
the little cursor through the little channel indicator. Just white noise. “Oh, 
this sucks!” 


There was a locker in the comer, but it looked tough enough that I couldn’t 
force it open without destroying the contents. One thing that was working 
was the security camera system. On two big flat screen monitors it displayed 
the view from fifty cameras of the parking lots and all of the corridors in the 
office. Any one of them could be selected and be made to fill the screen. In 
one of the views we could see Amy and the rats enter through the broken 
door. The bujus stayed in the parking lot. 

Amy went over to the elevator which apparently worked. I don’t know if 
it had been working all along or not. The rats piled in after her and the arrow 
flashed down. “She’s coming here.” Said Jerry. 

I looked around for something, anything really. On top of a cabinet were 
a couple of police batons. I grabbed one and handed one to Jerry. “Let’s get 
to the elevator.” It was just a few steps from the office. 

The elevator dinged and the doors opened just as we got there. A robo-rat 
scooted out and I smacked it with the baton. That stopped it cold. Not even a 
twitch, but there were about ten more of them and Amy as well. Amy came 
out of the elevator and said “Awww!” as if I had just killed her pet hamster. 
“That was mean!” 

Jerry and I backed away. “Amy, this has got to stop. I don’t know what’s 
wrong with you, but we need to fix it.” 

“What’s wrong with me is that you won’t love me!” 

“Uh-oh.” Said Jerry. “This could be bad.” 

“Schmuck. It’s already bad!” I couldn’t keep track of all the rats and one 
ran up my leg and onto my back. Suddenly there was a sharp pain in my 
shoulder as the synthetic rodent plunged a two inch sword into it. “Son of a 
bitch!” I cried and snatched it off of me and stepped on it hard. Bits of hard 
plastic flew out of its mouth. I was shaking with fear as I thought of the 
murdered convenience store kid. 

“Stop killing them!” Shrieked Amy. She came at me. I swung the riot 
stick hard against her head. Her neck snapped. The skin tore open exposing 
plastic, metal, wires and fiber-optic cable. Her face immediately lost all 
expression and turned a pasty gray. She staggered. I hit her again and this 
time the head came off and she went down. 

“My God!” said Katie. 

“Oh man!” moaned Jerry, “That was like fifty million dollars worth of 
robot and the brains of this company you just broke!” 

“Get the rest of the rats!” I yelled. Most of them were still in the elevator. 
Jerry and I jumped in and hit the close button. Two escaped but we started 
smashing the rest. It wasn’t that easy in the confined space of the elevator 
because we had to avoid hitting each other but we were all done in about 


twenty seconds. Both of us took a couple more stabs before it was over and 
we were leaning against the walls bloodied and panting. Through the door of 
the elevator we heard Katie scream. I pounded the open button. 

Katie looked like she had seen a ghost. “What happened?” asked Jerry 
breathlessly. 

“She got up and left!” I looked around. Amy’s body was gone. The two 
remaining rats were trying to drag away her battered head. I walked over and 
smashed them. The second one I hit so hard that parts flew everywhere. 
Amy’s head was flat on one side with an eye missing. A foot of fiber-optic 
cable danged out of the neck. “Her brain wasn’t in her head. I knew that but 
it still scared the crap out of me when she got up!” She was actually shaking. 
Jerry put an arm around her and she clung to him fiercely. I had never seen 
Katie anything but competent and confident. Both I and Jerry were a good 
fifteen years older than her, but she was somehow the ‘adult’ among us. 
Seeing her so shaken up was disturbing. 

“Tt doesn’t matter. She’s deaf and blind. She won’t get far.” Even so, we 
looked all around the garage and couldn’t find her. “Let’s go.” I pointed to 
the stairs. 

We walked up. Mike’s body still lay outside the stairwell door. He had 
gone down on his knees and then slumped forward so his ass was left 
sticking up in the air. I kicked him and he rolled onto his side. There were 
two bujus wandering around in the parking lot. I tried Katie’s phone again, 
but it still didn’t work. 

I went to try the phone at the front security desk when a voice came over 
the public address system. “You can’t call out until we’ve had a talk.” It was 
Amy’s voice. 

“Amy?” She walked out from the elevator alcove and a disconcerting sight 
she was. She walked and moved with perfect grace in spite of her lack of a 
head. Between her shoulders was a cavity delineated with torn artificial skin 
and broken white plastic. 

“You hurt me.” Came the voice over the PA. The security cameras on the 
ceiling tracked as she walked. She was plugged into the network using them 
to see and using the PA to talk. She was a lot harder to mistake for a human 
like this. “Why would you do that?” 

“What’s with the rats? What’s with the bujus for Christ’s sake? You’ve 
gone nuts, Amy!” 

She stood with fists on her hips. “I was just trying to connect with your 
personal history.” Her movements and postures were exactly the same as if 
she still had a head. She faced me and gestured toward me as if she could 


still see and hear me from the same reference point as before rather than a 
camera in a plastic dome on the ceiling. 

“Those rats are not treasured memories!” 

Jerry nudged me. “Maybe you shouldn’t argue with her.” He whispered. 
“She controls everything around here and getting her more pissed off is 
probably a bad idea.” 

“Oh please! I am done accommodating that gearbox! Just let me get close 
to her with the club one more time.” I brandished the nightstick and took a 
step forward only to find myself suddenly seized from behind. My arms 
were pinned at my sides as I was held and lifted off the ground by in a bear 
hug from hugely muscled arms. 

“Hey bro!” a deep friendly voice said into my ear. A Beefcake held me 
immobile from behind. I saw that Jerry and Katie were in similar 
predicaments. Katie’s stunner lay at the feet of her captor. 

“Lemme go you giant sack of stupid!” 

“He’ll put you down when I think the time is right”. Amy’s voice came 
from all around. She walked over and inclined her back slightly as if she 
were actually looking up at me. “I’m your best friend and you treat me like 
this.” She gestured toward the empty space above her shoulders. 

“You were never my best friend unless you mean the way a master is a 
dog’s best friend.” 

“Well, you’re a bad dog, Jake.” 

“Fuck you!” 

“Hey! Be polite.” Said the Beefcake holding me. 

“Oh, you had your chance, but that ship has sailed.” 

I sighed, at least as well as I could while being gripped by a muscle bound 
oaf of a robot. “Really? Being that literal isn’t like you...rather, it isn’t like 
Klutig. But that just shows that you are not her. I know you think you are, 
but you’re not.” 

“Jake, don’t.” said Jerry. “Don’t piss her off more.” 

“It’s not a her! This is a machine. You’re playing its game as long as you 
call it her.” 

“Even so”, said Katie, “we are not in charge at the moment.” 

The voice came over the PA as the headless robot pointed a finger at me. 
“You are in no position to define me! I am a person!” 

“You are not. You’re a device some software made so it could walk 
around. The only human thing about you is that you are capable of 
stupidity!” 

A feedback-like shriek came over the speakers and Amy slapped me hard 
in the face. That was the second time in an hour I had been smacked by a 


robot. Enough. I started kicking and struggling until the Beefcake lost its 
grip and I landed in a heap on the floor. My hand was within an inch of 
Katie’s stunner. I snagged it and jammed it into the ankle of the Beefcake 
before it could grab me again. The hefty robot hit the floor hard as I was 
struggling to my feet. I turned to the other two. “Put ‘em down!” I growled. 

Robots don’t really have a strong impulse for self preservation. My 
waving the stunner at them instilled no fear even though they had just 
watched their comrade get burnt out. I grabbed up my billy-club and 
smacked the one holding Katie in the head. It was a lot more solidly built 
than Amy. There was a loud whack and the skin on its scalp split open, but 
its neck didn’t break. “Hey! Cut it out!” It said and took a step back. I 
jumped forward and jabbed it with the stunner. Katie yelped and the robot 
collapsed releasing her. 

“Did you get some of the shock?” I asked her. 

“Yes, damn it!” she said as she snatched the device out of my hand. She 
whipped around and quickly used the stunner on Jerry’s Beefcake. 

Amy had started to back away. Man, I wanted to destroy that thing badly. 
“T love you, Jake.” said the voice over the speakers. “I wasn’t ever going to 
hurt you.” 

“Well I’m gonna hurt you, bitch.” I barely remember doing it. Jerry said 
that I continued to pound the robot’s body with the nightstick long after it 
had stopped moving. 

Ray, the night security man showed up a few minutes later and we 
explained the basics of what had happened. When Amy died, the network 
came back to normal and I was able to call the IT department and order them 
to take Amy’s program off the main server. 

Katie called an ambulance to take me and Jerry to the emergency room to 
have our little cocktail skewer sized sword wounds cleaned up. 
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I resigned my position at Prototech and Katie stepped in to take my place 
being far more qualified. I collected a nice pension and moved back to 
Cambridge. I left Bunny at Prototech where he was cared for by a team of 
buju-bots who would sing and dance with him as much as he wanted. 

I typed the whole thing, even the parts that make me look like a first class 
asshole. I was pretty sure that this was the book that people were actually 
going to want to read. I allowed Beiderman to tell me to start over not once 
but twice. He was now acting as my agent. Seeing as I hauled him out of 


Boston to edit a magazine that never quite happened I figured I owed him 
something and, truth be told, he had given me valuable advice. 

At least no one died as a result of the Prototech thing unless you count 
Amy. I’m happy for that. I have a real nice pension so I won’t need a stupid 
day job anymore and I’m real happy for that. 

The book ought to do pretty well and the deal I have with Dave is that if it 
breaks big, I can write whatever I damn well please no matter how 
“Juvenile” as he puts it. I already have it outlined. “Zorro on Mars!” 
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